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This thesis analyzes the varying utilization of the Greek idea of
anthropomorphic representation of deities in the Hellenized western Asia. In order to
explore the different ways in which Greek models were absorbed and utilized by
Eastern cultural and artistic traditions, three case studies are examined. Sculptural
media is the focus, with subject matter, style, iconography, and patronage to be
considered. The cultural, social, religious, and political circumstances are
investigated to obtain insight about the nature and reasons of borrowings from the
Greek artistic repertoire.
The first case study is Parthian art.  The Parthians were selective in their
adaptation. The Greek language was used for administration along with Aramaic and
the Parthians struck coins in Greek fashion. In contrast, in the few sculptural
iv
examples surviving from the Parthian period, the influence of Greek art is not
attested.
The second case study is Nemrut Dağı, a mountaintop sanctuary in
Commagene. In the sculptural decoration of the monument, Greek religious
repertoire and iconography are used extensively together with Persian elements in
the visual expression of the political propaganda of the Commagene dynasty.
The third case study is Gandharan art. Here, Greek artistic principles were
adapted and incorporated into the local artistic tradition in the creation of the
Buddha image in anthropomorphic form, unique to the region. In this study it is
suggested that the intensive production of the Buddha images in the reign of the
Kushan dynasty might be due to the aim to unite the people under their rule and to
show their royal patronage.
These three cultures had direct relations with Greek art. Each, however,
responded differently to this interaction. In the course of this thesis, it is observed
that the main factor behind the varying utilization of Greek artistic principles is
politics. The kingdoms in the lands conquered by Alexander the Great used Greek
art for political propaganda.
Keywords: Greek art, anthropomorphic representation, Parthia, Nemrut Dağı,
Gandhara, sculpture, religious iconography, artistic interaction, artistic adaptation
and integration, political propaganda
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Bu tezde, Hellenize Batı Asya’da,  antik Yunan kültürüne ait “tanrıları insan
biçiminde tasvir etme” fikrinin değişik kullanımları incelenmiştir. Antik Yunan
sanatsal modellerinin, Doğu kültürleri tarafından çeşitli uyarlamalarının ve
kullanımlarının değişik yönlerini incelemek için üç bölge seçilmiştir. Bu
bölgelerdeki heykel sanatına ait örnekler konu, stil ve ikonografik olarak
incelenmiştir. Antik Yunan sanatından alınan özelliklerin doğası ve nedenlerini daha
iyi anlamak için, kültürel, sosyal, dinsel ve politik şartlar da gözönünde
bulundurulmuştur.
Araştırılan ilk örnek Parth sanatıdır. Parthlar antik Yunan kültürünü
benimseme konusunda seçiçi davranmışlardır. Yunancayı devlet işlerinde kullanmış
vi
ve sikkelerini Yunan stilinde basmışlardır. Ancak, dönemden kalan az sayıdaki sanat
yapıtında antik Yunan sanatının etkilerine rastlanmamıştır.
İkinci örnek, Kommagene krallığındaki Nemrut Dağındaki mabed alanıdır.
Bu mabedin dekorasyonunda Yunan dinsel sanatı ve ikonografyası Parth öğeleri ile
birlikte Kommagene hanedanın politik propagandasının görsel ifadesinde yoğun
olarak kullanılmıştır.
Üçüncü örnek Gandhara sanatıdır. Burada Yunan sanatının biçemsel
özellikleri bölgedeki yerel sanat tarafından benimsenmiş ve Buda’nın bölgeye özgü
insan biçimindeki tasvirlerinde kullanılmıştır. Kuşhan hanedanı dönemindeki  Buda
figürlerinin yoğun sanatsal üretimin arkasında bu hanedanın kontrolü altındaki
halkları birleştirmek ve mutlak egemenliklerini göstermek olgusunun olabileceği
önerilmiştir.
Araştırma için seçilen yukarıda adı geçen üç bölge de antik Yunan kültürü ile
direkt etkileşimde bulunmuşlardır ancak bu etkileşime verdikleri tepkiler farklıdır.
Bu tez çalışmasında Yunan sanatının bu değişik kullanımlarının ardındaki temel
faktörün politika olduğu önerilmiştir. Büyük İskender tarafından fethedilen
bölgelerdeki yerel krallıklar, karşılaştıkları antik Yunan sanatını değişik ölçülerde ve
şekillerde politik propaganda için kullanmışlardır.
Anahtar Kelimeler: Antik Yunan sanatı, tanrıların insan biçimde tasviri, Parthia,
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1CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
 The ancient Greeks humanized their deities. In the Greek pantheon, gods,
goddesses and heroes, despite their immortal nature, have human characters; for
example they have their vices and wisdom. These human traits are reflected in
Greek art as well. Greek deities were shown in anthropomorphic fashion in
Greek art. This approach to showing the Greek gods was followed to different
degrees by the cultures of western Asia following the conquest of Alexander the
Great. Some civilizations adapted and adopted Greek religious iconography and
integrated it into their local artistic tradition whereas some cultures stayed aloof
from any artistic interaction.
This study will examine the varying utilization of the Greek idea of
anthropomorphic representation of deities in the lands conquered by Alexander
the Great. Sculptural media will be the focus, with subject matter, style,
iconography and patronage to be considered. The nature and the reasons for
borrowings from the Greek artistic repertoire will be analyzed. The cultural,
social, religious, and political circumstances will be explored to obtain insight
about the process.
2In order to analyze the different ways in which Greek models were
absorbed and utilized by Eastern cultural and artistic traditions, three case studies
will be examined.
The first case study will be Parthian art.  The Parthians were a nomadic
tribe from Central Asia that ruled the Persian homeland from the 3rd century BC
to the 3rd century AD. Their territory is roughly modern Iran bordered by
Mesopotamia on the west, the Caspian Sea on the north and the lowlands of
Turkmenistan and the deserts of Afghanistan on the east. Greek art in the area
has a long history even before the conquest of Alexander the Great.  The
Achaemenids, the predecessors of the Parthians, used Greek art forms. Greek
artists and craftsmen worked in the great art and architectural projects in the
imperial cities of Pasargadae, Persepolis and Susa. However, surprisingly, during
the Parthian period, although the Parthian state had contact with Greeks, even
adopting Greek coinage and language, they remained impervious to the Greek art
style and religious iconography. The aim of this chapter is to understand these
distinctive choices of cultural adaptation.
The second case study is Nemrut Dağı, a mountaintop sanctuary in
Commagene, a small Hellenistic kingdom located in the southeast of modern
Turkey. In contrast to the neighboring Parthians, the ruler of Commagene used
Greek artistic models and religious iconography intensively for visual political
propaganda. King Antiochus I (69-36 BC) built a sanctuary for his cult on the
summit of Nemrut. Antiochus I claimed descent from both Greek and
Achaemenid rulers. Parallel to this, the sculptural program on Nemrut Dağı
shows clear syncretism between Greek and Persian art. The composite deities
3were shown with Greek religious iconography although they were depicted in
Achaemenid and Parthian costumes.
Lastly, the art of Gandhara from further east will be explored. Gandhara
covers the upper Indus Valley in today’s northern Pakistan and eastern
Afghanistan up to Kabul. Here a different type of synthesis of Greek and local art
is seen. The representation of the Buddha in anthropomorphic form appears in
the region in the 2nd century AD. In the Buddha images from the Gandhara
region, Greek stylistic principles such as the rendering of drapery and hair and
the representation of the anatomical features were integrated into the local
Buddhist iconography.
These case studies were selected from three regions that had direct
relations with Greek culture. But each state reacted differently. This study will
illustrate the different ways in which Greek art traditions and the idea of
anthropomorphic representation of deities were confronted in Asia Minor, the
Near East and West Asia.
4CHAPTER II
Parthian Art: Indifference to Greek Art
The different cultures that Alexander the Great conquered gave different
responses to the interaction with Greek culture. Some cultures accepted and adopted
Greek models to enrich their artistic repertoire whereas some cultures rejected or
stayed aloof from the invading civilization. The main subject of investigation of this
study is the reception of the principles of Greek art in the anthropomorphic
representation of divinities of the invaded regions.
The first area of study about the reception of Greek art for the
anthropomorphic representation of divinities is Parthia.
 Geographically, the Parthian Empire stretched from western Iran to
northwest India. It covered Mesopotamia, Babylonia, Iran, southern Russia, eastern
Afghanistan and the Hindu Kush Mountains (Fig.1). This area has been chosen as
the first case study for two reasons. First, the conquest of Alexander the Great
brought the region into direct touch with Greek culture. This contact continued after
the death of Alexander the Great when the Seleucid dynasty ruled the region.
Second, the Achaemenids, the predecessors of the Parthians, used the Greek artistic
tradition heavily. Hence, due to this direct cultural interaction with Greek culture it is
expected that the art of the Parthian period would have integrated Greek artistic
models into its local art. However, the Parthian Empire showed different reactions to
5Greek art and culture. Although the artistic traditions of the area go back to
prehistoric times, Parthian art was not affected by Greek artistic models. The
Achaemenid Empire used Greek art forms and Greek artists very heavily. From the
6th century BC onwards, Achaemenid kings imported Greek artists and Greek art to
adorn their court. The Parthians themselves used the Greek language along with the
Aramaic for administrative matters and they adopted Greek titles such as “Basileon
Basileus”.  They also struck coins in Greek fashion. This chapter will explore the
reasons for the rejection of Greek art during the Parthian period, although other
Greek cultural items such as language or coinage were used, with possible political,
economic, cultural and social explanations.
2.1 History of Research
Comparatively, the archaeology of Parthia is a very recent development. As
the Parthians were a nomadic tribe from Central Asia, the Parthian period was
generally not considered in the mainstream of Iranian art (Lukonin 1967: 39).
In the 19th century, in archaeological excavations in the Near East, no
attention was given to Seleucid and Parthian levels because the excavators wanted to
reach the levels containing works of art of Babylonian, Assyrian and Achaemenid
cultures (Lukonin 1967: 39). For example, the French expedition at Susa at the end
of the 19th century completely destroyed the Parthian and Sassanian levels without
recording them (Lukonin 1967: 39).
In the early 1920s scholars started to show interest in the Parthian and
Sassanian periods. Before this time, there were very few studies on the subject. The
6earliest record was left by Grelot with his accurate sketch of the rock carving at
Bisitun where he visited in 1673 (Lukonin 1967: 39). His drawings were very
important as the rock carvings of Parthian King Mithridates II were soon after
destroyed. Karsten Niebuhr, who visited Iran in the 18th century, also brought back
drawings of rock carvings of the Sassanian period and copies of inscriptions
(Lukonin 1967: 39). His sketches provided the basis for the decipherment of Persian
inscriptions by Silvestre de Socy (Lukonin 1967: 39). In the early 19th century,
British archaeologist Sir Robert Ker Porter visited Iran and made sketches of many
archaeological monuments of the Parthian and Sassanian periods (Lukonin 1967:
39). These early studies help us in visualizing better the defaced rock reliefs and wall
paintings.
In the 1930s, Sir Aurel Stein found the Parthian temple at Shami in
Khuzistan and the remains of a great city, Kuh-i Khwaja, situated on an island in
Lake Hamun in Seistan (Lukonin 1967: 40). His work was continued by Ernst
Herzfeld. Herzfeld excavated the Neolithic settlement on the terrace of Persepolis
and the Achaemenid capital of Persepolis and Pasargadae and he also continued
Stein’s work at Kuh-i Khwaja (Lukonin 1967: 40).
In Dura-Europus, M.I. Rostovtzeff carried out systematic excavations. In
addition to many sculptural pieces, Dura-Europus yielded fascinating well-preserved
wall-paintings of mid 3rd century. These wall-paintings also provide an idea about art
production in other mediums. Rostovtzeff  wrote many works on the Hellenistic and
Roman  periods; his book “The Social and Economic History of the Hellenistic
World” remains one of the most extensive studies in the field (Rostovtzeff 1978,
1998).
7R. Ghirshman and M.A.R. Colledge produced survey studies on Parthian art
in the 1960s and 70s (Ghirshman 1962, 1964, 1976, 1978; Colledge, 1977). Colledge
also wrote a monograph on the religious iconography of the Parthian period, but his
examples did not come from central Iran (Colledge, 1986).
The most recent studies of Parthian art belong to T.S. Kawami and H.E.
Mathiesen (Kawami, 1987; Mathiesen, 1992). Kawami’s work is a stylistic study of
the monumental art of the Parthian period, mainly rock reliefs. Mathiesen’s book
examines the chronology of the Parthian period sculpture.
 All these scholarly works have been faced with the restrictions about the
study of the Parthian period and the problems of Parthian art that will be mentioned
in the following section.
2.2 Problems
The study of Parthian art has several constraints. These are fragmentary
historical sources, paucity of examples of art, insecure chronology, and uncertain
find spots.
The textual evidence about the Parthian period is varied and incomplete.
Among the sources, the first group is written sources left by the Parthians. They are
extremely fragmentary. Yarshater (1986: xx) suggests that this was not wholly due to
scarcity of sources. He (Yarshater 1986: xx) notes that many might have been lost or
destroyed during the turbulent history of Iran.
The Parthian sources consist of ostraca from Nisa in Turkmenistan and
parchments from Avraman and Dura Europus (Lukonin 1967: 11-12; Widengren
81986: 1263; Wiesehöfer 1996: 120). 2000 ostraca from Nisa are records of wine
deliveries in the 1st century to a palace from the vineyards of various estates, temples
and private people (Lukonin 1967: 11,12; Widengren 1986: 1263; Wiesehöfer 1996:
120). They mention Parthian officials with their names and titles. The Avraman
parchments, which were found in a grotto in Kuh-i Salon in Iranian Kurdistan in
1913, are documents in Parthian and Greek about the sale of a vineyard (Widengren
1986: 1263; Wiesehöfer 1996: 120). The parchments from Dura Europus recorded a
legal contract (Widengren 1986: 1263; Wiesehöfer 1996: 120).
These documents as a whole do not say much to us about the culture, artistic
tradition and religion of the Parthian Empire. Iliffe (1989: 24) suggests that the fact
that Parthians left no written records could be due to their nomadic/ semi- nomadic
background. He (Iliffe 1989: 24) claims that like typical nomads they could have
been illiterate, but there is no further evidence to support this.
The second group of sources is the records of Greek and Roman writers such
as Polybius, Strabo, Isidorus of Charax, Flavius Josephus, Plutarch, Tacitus, Arrian,
Philostratus, Pliny the Elder and Cassius Dio (Colledge 1976: 2; Widengren 1986:
1264-1266; Wiesehöfer 1996: 123-124; Yarshater 1986: xxii). They all refer to the
Parthians but inevitably they reflect the viewpoint of outsiders and of Roman
hostility. Moreover, they give very little information about internal affairs (Kawami
1987: 2). The other point is that the information in these sources is mostly about the
western half of Iran (Kawami 1987: 2). We know nothing about the central region
and eastern Iran.
The third group of sources was written by Sassanian and Islamic writers of
the post-Parthian centuries. These accounts also have a hostile look towards the
Parthians. As Parthians were not considered in the same lineage with the
9Achaemenids, Sassanians and Arabs, the Sassanians abridged and distorted history
to minimize the Parthian grandeur. Later Islamic writers tried to pass over the
Parthian period quickly (Lukonin 1967: 12; Wiesehöfer 1996: 124). Yarshater (1986:
xx) claims that Arab armies destroyed Zoroastrian books as being pagan works. But
it is also a known fact that during Alexander’s conquest, the Zoroastrian community
suffered (Boyce 1987: 78; Hjerrild 1990: 144). When Greek soldiers plundered the
temples and sanctuaries, the priests died defending the holy places. Because of this,
Alexander was given the epithet “accursed” which he shared only with Ahriman, the
evil counterpart of the greatest god in Zoroastrianism, Ahura Mazda (Boyce 1987:
78; Hjerrild 1990: 144; Yarshater 1986: xxii).  The death of many priests affected
religious history as religious works were handed down orally (Boyce 1987: 78;
Hjerrild 1990: 144).
The fourth source, a helpful one, is coinage. The Parthians used Seleucid
dating and the Greek language on their coins, so we can set up a chronology for the
kings.
The second major problem in the study of Parthian art is the paucity of
examples. There are very few examples from the period. Compared to the earlier
Achaemenid and later Sassanian periods we have minimal artistic evidence. These
examples are not enough to evaluate convincingly the art of the period. Furthermore,
there is no example of an anthropomorphic representation of a divinity. Apart from a
very small number of rock reliefs depicting sacrifices made on an altar, in Parthia we
have no clear example of religious art.
Thirdly, as there are very few art works dated by inscriptions, the dating of
sculpture is problematic. These chronology problems make it difficult to discern
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stylistic development and to differentiate the various phases in the artistic tradition
(Mathiesen 1992: 9).
The fourth problem is that the majority of the art works came from the
Parthian Empire’s western periphery, from Dura Europus and Palmyra. But two
centers are not enough to evaluate the art of the whole empire. Moreover, Dura
Europus was captured by the Romans in 165 AD and although it marked a very
active artistic production until the Sassanian capture of the city in 256, Dura Europus
was never considered as a great center of artistic activity (Rostovtzeff 1978: 57).
More importantly, from Dura Europus we do not have any religious representation of
an Iranian divinity. All religious representations belong to Syrian, Babylonian or
Greek gods.
The other center where we have artworks from the Parthian period is
Palmyra. But Palmyra, despite its contact with Parthian culture via its business
connections, as a Roman trade post belonged to the Roman world. Moreover, its
inhabitants were Semitic in origin and religion (Ghirshman 1962: 78).
All these problems in sources, paucity of examples, chronology and find
spots make the study of Parthian art difficult.
2.3 History
The Parthians conquered an area that had already a complex and rich
historical background. The region was a cradle of major civilizations such as
Assyrians, Babylonians and Achaemenians.
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The problems that were mentioned in section 1.2. about the indigenous
Parthian sources make the study of the Parthian era difficult. We only have the
outline of Parthian history but thanks to coins we do have the chronology for the
kings.
Alexander defeated the last Achaemenian king Darius at Gaugamela in 331
BC. Babylon and Susa yielded to the Macedonian army without resistance (Porada
1965: 179). Persepolis was the only city damaged by Alexander, probably due to its
significance to the Achaemenian dynasty. With this action, he made clear that he
ended the Achaemenid rule in the region. Alexander’s dream was to unite and rule
Greece, Egypt, and Asia and he wanted to establish a real cultural and economic
unity of Asia and Europe. However, he died in 323 BC before he achieved his goal1.
After his death, there were wars between his successors and in the end the
empire was shared between his generals. Seleucus, one of his former generals,
gained control of Iran, Mesopotamia, northern Syria and a greater part of Asia
Minor2. He governed from Babylonia where he made a new capital: Seleucia on
Tigris. Seleucus continued the unification policy of Alexander that was blending
Greek culture with the local one. He married a Persian woman. Seleucus’ successors
could not maintain political authority over the vast geography of the empire and
many satrapies started to declare their independence in the mid 3rd century BC.
Among those rebels was Andragoras, a Seleucid governor of the east Caspian
province of Parthia or Parthyene. About 250 BC, he rebelled against the Seleucid
Empire (Yarshater 1986: 28-29). The province Parthava- classical Parthyene- is the
modern Horasan, to the southeast of the Caspian Sea. Parthyene was first mentioned
                                                
1 For the life of Alexander the Great and his conquest of the East, see Fox, 1980, 1988; Green 1991;
and Hammond 1994.
2 For detailed information of the Seleucid Empire see Sherwin-White and Kuhrt 1993 and for
Hellenism in the East, see Kuhrt and Sherwin-White 1987.
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in the Bisitun Inscription in 521 BC (Huart 1996: 104; Yarshater 1986: 24). The
region is listed among the subject nations of the Achaemenid Empire.
 A semi-nomadic tribe called Parni defeated Andragonas and occupied the
province of Parthia c.238 BC. The Parni were Scythian nomads living in the plains
to the north of the Horasan Mountains. The Parni settled in the area of Parthava and
adopted the local language and culture. They proclaimed one of their leaders, Arshak
(Arsaces), as their king and founder. The Arsacids traced their origin back to the
Achaemenid ruler Artaxerxes II, claiming that Arsaces and his brother were the sons
of Phriapites, himself the son of Artaxerxes II (Huart 1996: 103; Boyce 1987: 87).
Their earliest capital was Nisa, which is 18 km. north of modern Ashkabad.
The archaeological area includes two distinct centers, Old and New Nisa. Old Nisa
was abandoned before the 3rd century AD whereas New Nisa continued to be
inhabited until the 18th century AD (Invernizzi 1998: 8). As it gives easier access to
the excavators, only Old Nisa has been excavated (Wiesehöfer 1996: 125). In 1930
the Soviet archaeologist A.A. Marushchenko started digging at Old Nisa (Lukonin
1967: 44). In 1946 a systematic excavation began on the site under the leadership of
V.M. Masson. These early studies were not published except for preliminary
information (Invernizzi 1998:10). In 1990, a five year joint research was established
between the University of Turin, the Center for Archaeological Research and
Excavations of Turin for the Middle East, the Institute of Archaeology of the
Academy of Science of Russia, and the Museum of Nisa of the Ministry of Culture
of Turkmenistan3. The ancient name of the city was Mithradakirt and it was
pentagonal in shape and surrounded by high walls (Curtis 1989: 58; Wiesehöfer
1996:124). The city yielded granaries, storerooms that contained ostraca, and a large
                                                
3  For preliminary information about this project see Invernizzi, 1998.
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square pillared hall believed to have been the throne room (Wiesehöfer 1996:124). In
a windowless, square building called the “Square Hall” by the excavators, in addition
to valuable objects of gold, silver and ivory, 40 ivory rhytons were found. They were
decorated with scenes from Greek mythology (Ghirshman 1962: 29; Frye 1963: 174;
Talbot Rice 1965: 81; Lukonin 1967: 61; Schlumberger 1986: 1041; Colledge 1987:
157; Curtis 1989: 58; Boardman 1994: 90; Wiesehöfer 1996: 126).
The most important king of the Parthian Empire was Mithridates I (c.171-
138/7 BC). He marched westwards and in 141 BC, he captured the Seleucid capital,
Seleucia on Tigris. He is often regarded as the real founder of the Parthian Empire.
During his reign, Mithridates II built a capital, Ctesiphon, on the left bank of the
Tigris River, opposite Seleucia on Tigris. By 138 BC, at the time of his death, the
Parthians were in control of Bactria, Susania, Media and the original Achaemenid
homeland of Persia. Nonetheless, challenges to Parthian rule continued.
Between 138-124 BC Iran was overrun and settled by Saka nomads from
Central Asia. But later, Mithridates II (123-88/7 BC) extended Parthian rule to
include Armenia, Seistan and much of the north plain of India. He added northern
Mesopotamia including Dura Europus in c. 113 BC.
Parthia was on the caravan route from Syria to Merv in Turkmenistan. She
acted as a middleman in the exchange of goods with the East and China. From Merv,
Parthian merchants continued to Central Asia, delivering goods to Chinese
merchants or their envoys for further transport to the Far East. The major role and
economic importance of the Parthian Empire in the caravan trade was documented
by a delegation sent to the Parthian capital by the Han Emperor Wu (141-86 BC)
(Porada 1965: 182) This strategic position brought Parthia and Rome into a sharp
conflict. These two world powers started to fight for the control of the trade routes.
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Armenia was another source of contention. It was a key point for the control
of the Near East.  But in 53 BC, the Battle of Carrhae put an end to the hopes of
Rome. The Parthians defeated the Romans, capturing and beheading Crassus, the
Roman general, and seizing the Romans’ legionary standards.
The Parthian kingdom had subjects of different cultures. The population
consisted of Iranians in Iran, Arameans, Jews and Arabs in Mesopotamia, and a
substantial Greek population in the western parts of the Empire.
Parthian kings called themselves “Philhellenes” (Porada 1965: 182). This
was probably to impress their Greek subjects. They also use the epithet “King of
Kings”, the title of Achaemenian kings (Porada 1965: 182). With this, they
emphasized their claim to the Achaemenian heritage. They used these titles on their
coins as well. These attempts were political propaganda rather than cultural
adaptation. The new invaders wanted to recognize all the cultures under their rule, a
sign of cultural and religious tolerance.
The Parthian Empire was not a centralized system; it consisted of local feudal
lords and vassal states. Disputes over the throne from the 1st century AD onwards
weakened the Parthians. The continual dynastic quarrels left the empire as a
patchwork of individual states. The kingdoms of Hatra and Characene in northern
and southern Mesopotamia acquired local autonomy. In AD 164-166, northern
Mesopotamia including Dura- Europus was taken by the Romans. The disturbance of
trade due to never-ending wars in Mesopotamia and eastern frontiers caused a sharp
decline in the economy.
Consequently, in the early 3rd century, the Sassanian dynasty from southern
Iran gained power and in AD 227, Ardashir defeated the Parthian King Artabanus V
at Hormizdagan and proclaimed himself  the King of Kings of Iran.
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2.4 Zoroastrianism
The religion of the Parthian Empire is difficult to examine. In contrast, we
know much more about the religion during the succeeding Sassanian period. The
Sassanians made Zoroastrianism their official religion and they compiled the
religious texts about Zoroastrianism (Huart 1994: 112). However, we lack sources
about religion and religious life during the Parthian period. We do not know to what
extent Parthians adopted the religion that was traditionally practiced in Iran. No
information has came from the heartland of Iran about the religion; only titles such
as “fire priest” and “Magi” have been discovered in Nisa. Nonetheless, in Nisa, there
was no evidence of a flourishing Zoroastrian cult (Frye 1963: 175). Apart from
fragmentary inscriptions, the only indication of religion was the usage of the
Zoroastrian calendar in Parthian documents (Frye 1963: 190; Duchesne-Guillemin
1986: 868; Wiesehöfer 1996: 149).
Moreover, there is no surviving example of religious architecture. This could
be due to the fact that the religious ceremonies took place outside, at open-air fire
altars (Colledge 1976: 1). However, there is no example of a fire temple from the
Parthian period. The tower of Nurabad in Fars is dated to the 3rd century BC
(Duchesne-Guillemin 1986: 868; Ghirshman 1962: 25). There are references for
ayazans4 in Susa and Nisa, but nothing has been discovered (Boyce 1987: 89-90).
Despite these uncertainties, it is generally assumed that Zoroastrianism was
the leading religion of the Parthian Empire. Zoroastrianism was a dualistic system
between good, which was created by the supreme god Ahura Mazda, and evil,
                                                
4 Ayazan: Parthian word for sacred building.
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symbolized by Ahriman. They are in continuous war and the conflict between them
will end when Ahura Mazda (Goodness) conquers Ahriman (Evil).
The other major divinities are Mithra, Anahita and Verethraghna. Ghirshman
(1964: 229) suggests that these divinities could have appeared under the influence of
non- Iranian cults as they were added to the pantheon after Artaxerxes II (404-358
BC).  Mithra is the god of light, of contracts and of justice. He also acts as a
mediator between Ahura Mazda and Ahriman. Anahita is the goddess of water,
fertility and procreation and she is also associated with warfare. She could also be
the inheritor of Babylonian fertility cults. The fertility cults and guardian spirits were
popular among the local population.  Finally, Verethraghna was venerated as the god
of victory.
Zarathustra (Zoroaster) was the prophet. His birthplace was in today’s
Azerbaijan but his dates have been a matter of controversy. Although scholars have
proposed different dates, the most accepted one is the 7th century BC 5.
Zoroastrian rituals included notably the fire cult, and dynastic cults were also
important. Burial rituals were distinctive, with the dead being exposed, although
royalty were inhumed (Colledge 1976: 4). In all these ceremonies, priests played an
important role.
The Achaemenid king Darius (520-486 BC) was the first monarch to profess
the Zoroastrian faith (Ghirshman 1978: 153-156; Iliffe 1989: 12; Huart 1994: 37;
1996: 80; Hjerrild 1990: 142). He had a special devotion for Ahura Mazda and he
called him the “the great god” or  “the greatest god” in the Bisitun Inscription and on
his tomb at Naqsh-i Rustam.
                                                
5 For further discussion on the date of Zoroaster see Boyce 1982:2; Curtis 1989:61; Illife 1989:12;
Hjerrild 1990:142; and Huart 1996:168.
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Babylonian gods such as Marduk, Nebu, Nanai, and Ishtar, and Semitic gods such as
Baalshamin, and Atargatis were also revered. These gods were worshipped mainly in
the western region of the Parthian Empire at Hatra, Palmyra, Edessa and Dura
Europus.
2.5 Parthian Art: General Characteristics
 The Parthian Empire showed indifference towards Greek art. As mentioned
in the introduction, during the Parthian period, the Greek language was used for
administrative purposes and Parthian coins were struck in the Greek fashion.
Moreover, the Parthian rulers used Greek titles on their coins. However, the art of
the Parthian period did not utilize Greek artistic principles and religious
iconography.  This is quite surprising in an area that had a long history of interaction
with Greek culture starting from the 6th century BC. Achaemenian rulers, governors
and kings employed Greek artists, especially in Susa and Persepolis.  In other words,
the influence was there even before Alexander. But Alexander’s conquest put the
region totally under Greek dominance. With the following Seleucid rule, it is to be
expected that Greek art and culture would spread in the region. However, apart from
isolated examples, Greek art never penetrated into Iran. In the few examples from
the Parthian period, no Greek influence was attested in the general artistic media and
Greek art was not used as a model for the anthropomorphic representations of
Iranian deities.
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There is no easy explanation for this phenomenon. First, very few examples
have survived from the period. Our primary evidence about the sculptural production
is the rock reliefs that are mostly weathered.
Secondly, the term “Parthian art” is discussable. It refers to a unity that did
not exist. We cannot talk of a uniform style throughout the Parthian Empire. Unlike
the preceding cultures, Achaemenian and Seleucid, there was no central court during
the Parthian period. The Parthian Empire was a decentralized political system
consisting of local kings and vassals. Thus, there were no leading centers of artistic
creation such as the court of the Parthian king. The evidence comes from the semi-
autonomous regional states such as Elymais in Khuzistan and Hatra in Mesopotamia.
Nonetheless, the few examples from the Parthian period demonstrate that the
Greek influence that was introduced by the Achaemenians started to diminish and
there was a change from more classical and naturalistic art forms to a flat and linear
manner.
The main characteristic of the art of this period is the frontal representation of
the figures (Fig. 2). This point has aroused debate among scholars. Some scholars
attribute this frontality to Greece and others to nomadic Iranian tribes or to the
ancient arts of Syria and Mesopotamia.
For example, Schlumberger (Ghirshman 1962: 12; Frye 1963: 168) attributes
frontality to Greek influence. He claimed that frontality was attested in early Greek
art; hence this change should be attributed to Greek art. But Greek art was more
developed in this era, the Hellenistic period. Moreover, as Mathiesen (1992: 83)
notes, frontality became dominant when Greek influence was in decline.
Frontality cannot be an Achaemenid inheritance, since the figures in visual
arts were shown in profile view during the Achaemenid period. Nonetheless,
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Ghirshman (1978: 278) notes that frontal figures appear in the early art of Iran. He
(Ghirshman 1978: 278) shows that the frontal figures appear in the painted vases of
Cemetery B at Sialk (10th- 9th century BC) and also on Luristan Bronzes (8th –7th
century BC) (Fig. 3). Thus, frontality can be attributed to the artistic heritage of the
Near East. Indeed, the nomadic art of the Parthians and the ancient artistic traditions
of Mesopotamia were more easily accessible for artistic models.
Most of the scholars agree that frontality was practiced for religious reasons
(Porada 1965: 188; Lukonin 1967: 133; Colledge 1986: 14; Mathiesen 1992: 83). It
was an attempt to create a direct connection with the reality of art and the viewer. In
this way the viewer is in direct relation with the divinity.
The other important features of Parthian art include: a symbolic conceptual
approach, stiff figures, linearity, heavy patterning and decorative details, and lack of
perspective. Unlike Greek art, Parthian art is not concerned with natural
representation. Parthian art was conceptual rather than naturalistic.
The figures are stiff and formal. In the depiction of figures, a strict frontality
was observed. The figures are linear and they lack the illusion of three
dimensionality. The faces are types without life and individuality. The hands and
arms do not give the impression of free movement.
There is a heavy decorative patterning and ornamental detail, especially in
the rendering of the costumes. Costumes and hairstyles are especially oriental. The
costumes of the figures and the equestrian features reflect their nomadic background.
The pants of the figures were tucked in trousers. Iconographical traits like  trousers
and tiaras, coiffures of hair, and depiction of dresses with ornaments are local traits.
The drapery, unlike the drapery of Greek art, was turned into geometric patterns. The
body disappears; there is no indication of the body underneath. No perspective with
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sense of depth was used. The composition is made on a plane surface; the figures
were placed side by side in identical poses. There is no sense of grouping and
movement. Moreover, there is no indication of perspective and the setting is not
elaborated.
The sculptural examples from the Parthian period are mostly rock reliefs,
which were devoted to royal themes such as investiture, hunting, local dignitaries
presenting their respects, and combat scenes.
The aim of these rock reliefs was to establish and reinforce the Parthian rule
in the eyes of the public. The relief of Mithridates II at Bisitun (100 BC), and the
relief of Gotarzes II (AD 38-51) are in this group (Figs. 4, 5). The relief of
Mithridates II is badly weathered but we have a general idea of its appearance from a
sketch made by a French traveler, Grelot, in the 17th century (Ghirshman 1962: 52).
The relief shows four nobles paying homage to Mithridates II. A Greek inscription
gives the names of the figures. The relief was placed under the bas-relief of Darius
the Great. With this conscious choice of location Mithridates II proclaimed once
more his descent from the King of Kings. Gotarzes II, in his relief at Bisitun, was
shown on a horseback defeating an opponent, also on horseback. A winged creature
recalling the Greco-Roman Nike was hovering over his head.
Religious ceremonies were less frequently shown. Although in
Zoroastrianism, fire worship was the foremost practice, we do not see fire altars in
the art of the Parthian Period (Duchesne-Guillemin 1986: 871). The most common
subjects were mainly the casting of incense by the king, priest or worshipper onto a
burner set beside him or pouring a libation over the flames of the burner. The burner
is seen in the rock reliefs from Bisitun, Shimbar and Bard-i Nishandeh (Figs. 2, 6, 7).
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Another example of religious ceremony is the worship of a betyl on a rock
relief from Tang-i Sarvak (Fig. 8). A betyl is a Semitic sacred stone. There a ribbon
is tied around the stone. Again we do not know the details about the ceremony.
2.6 Religious Iconography
The Parthian period has not yielded many examples of religious art. In these
few surviving examples, there are identification and interpretation problems.
However, even in these problematic samples it is clear that the Greek artistic
tradition was not utilized. One difficulty for interpretation is the absence of religious
symbols and religious formulas of Zoroastrianism in the artistic media. We also lack
religious writings from the period that could shed light on religious practices.
Nonetheless, Colledge (1986: 14) claims that Greek art was the model for the
anthropomorphic representation of the Iranian gods during the Parthian period. He
(Colledge 1986: 13) notes that Parthians were hesitant about showing their gods in
anthropomorphic form and in their close interaction with Greek culture, the Parthians
found a model for the naturalistic representation of deities in human form.
Colledge’s claim is unpersuasive because the Achaemenians made images of
Ahura Mazda. Moreover, in his book The Parthian Period in which he studies the
religious iconography of the Parthian period, all the examples are of Semitic,
Babylonian or Syrian gods, and these come mainly from the western frontier cities
such as Palmyra, Dura Europus, and Hatra (Colledge, 1986). The examples from
these sites are problematic for the evaluation of the art of Parthian Empire as a
whole.
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First, Palmyra was Semitic in origin and religion. It could be a place for the
adaptation and transfer of Greek and Roman inspiration but in the end, it was a part
of the Roman world with close contacts with Parthian material culture.
Second, Dura Europus was captured by the Romans in AD 165. Almost all
the examples of pictorial art from the city belong to the Roman period.  Rostovtzeff
(1978: 59-60) notes that in excavations in Dura Europus, no mention of Ahura
Mazda and Fire Temples was found. Greek gods and the deified Seleucus were
worshipped in the city but the remaining divinities were Semitic. In Dura Europus,
however, Parthian costumes were used for the non-local figures, for example in the
rendering of all kings.
Third, Hatra yielded two religious reliefs, but these show Semitic gods. The
first one is identified as Hades-Nergal-Ahriman: the god of the underworld.
(Ghirshman 1962: 87) (Fig. 9). He is shown frontal in Parthian costume. He is
holding a three-headed monster dog by a leash. The dog recalls Cerberus, the guard-
dog of the underworld in Greek mythology.
The second relief presents Allat, goddess of war, standing on a lion. She is
flanked by two other female figures (Fig. 10). The goddess is shown with the
attributes of Athena: a gorgon head on her breastplate, the helmet and the shield. The
eyes and the costume are rendered in Iranian fashion.
As presented above, the sculptural examples of deities in anthropomorphic
form came from the western frontiers of the Parthian Empire and represented
divinities of non-Iranian pantheons. There is no certain example of a Zoroastrian
deity from central Iran. Colledge (1986), however, suggests Zoroastrian
interpretations for some sculptural rock reliefs from central Iran. His proposals
cannot be justified in the absence of inscriptions and written sources. With such
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limited information, recent scholars such as Kawami and Mathiesen refrain from any
certain identification (Kawami, 1987; Mathiesen, 1992). They (Kawami, 1987;
Mathiesen, 1992) note that it is impossible to identify the subjects shown on rock
reliefs of central Iran from the Parthian period with our limited knowledge of Iranian
religion during the era. In the next section, representations of the major Iranian
deities and the different interpretations of religious rock reliefs from central Iran will
be explored.
2.6.1 Ahura Mazda
Although there is no example of an Iranian god in anthropomorphic form
from the Parthian period, in examples from earlier periods we do see the supreme
god: Ahura Mazda. He appears with Ahriman on a silver plaque from Luristan as
early as the 8th-7th centuries BC (Fig. 3). At the tomb of Darius in the cliffs of
Naqsh-i Rustam from the 6th-5th centuries BC, Ahura Mazda is present (Fig. 11).
Here, the king is sacrificing at the fire altar under the figure of Ahura Mazda.
Although the scene was religious, the idea behind it was political as well. Darius is
shown as the representative of god on earth and he takes his power from his divine
protector. Ahura Mazda also appears at Bisitun on the rock relief of Darius (520-486
BC) and at Persepolis on a relief in the Hall of a Hundred Columns showing
Artaxerxes I enthroned (Figs. 12, 13)
In these Achaemenian examples, Ahura Mazda is shown as a man standing
frontally in a winged disc. He is portrayed just like the Achaemenian kings. His cap,
hair, costume and stance are shown in the same manner as Darius. This standard
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formula in representing Ahura Mazda in the examples from the Achaemenian period
shows that the iconography of Ahura Mazda was well-established in the 6th- 4th
centuries BC.
Surprisingly, from the Parthian period, there is no iconographical
representation of Ahura Mazda that has been securely identified.  He may be
represented, however, on a rock relief from Tang-i Sarvak at Elymais, but this has
been a matter of debate. Elymais was a local kingdom and vassal to Parthian Empire.
The largest collection of rock reliefs from the Parthian period comes from this site.
The rock reliefs, 14 reliefs on four freestanding blocks, are carved on a rock in a high
valley on the Zagros Mountains. They were carved in successive periods. The dating
proposed has ranged from the 1st century AD to the beginning of the 3rd century AD
(Colledge 1986: 14; Kawami 1987: 89; Mathiesen 1992: 145-146). Some panels
contain single figures and some as many as nine figures. It is not clear whether the
reliefs form a continuous narrative. Indeed, the subject matter of the reliefs and their
interpretation are still uncertain.
In one sculptural relief, a figure is shown reclining on a kline and he is
holding the ring of power (Fig. 14). He is flanked by two sitting figures and one
standing figure. The relief was attributed to Orodes, a local ruler according to its
inscription and presumably he is shown on the kline (Kawami 1987: 198; Mathiesen
1992: 135). The standing figure carries a cornucopia in his left hand. He wears a
long tunic with a wide belt and trousers. He has a cloak that is fastened over the
shoulders. The face is badly worn. The facial details cannot be seen. There are two
bunches of hair on each side of the face and there is a helmet-like headgear on his
head. Colledge (1986: 14) identifies the standing figure flanking the king as Ahura
Mazda; he notes that he could also be identified with the Semitic Bel of Babylonia.
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Mathiesen (1992: 135) and Kawami (1987: 99), however, point out that the
subsidiary position and size of the figure make it difficult to identify him as Ahura
Mazda. Matheisen (1992: 135) suggests he could be the crown prince or a lesser
deity. Kawami (1987: 99) proposes that he could be fravashi, the Iranian equivalent
of the Roman genius. As demonstrated here, there are interpretation problems for the
scene. And stylistically, except for the pose, no influence of Greek art is attested in
the articulation of the figures.
2.6.2 Mithra
Mithra is the god of light, of contracts and of justice in Zoroastrianism. Later
he became the central figure in a Roman mystery cult, Mithraism, popular from the
late 1st century to the 4th century. The evidence for this cult is mostly archaeological,
consisting of the remains of Mithraic temples, dedicatory inscriptions, and frequent
representations of the god. Literary evidence pertaining to the cult is rare. The
connection between Mithraism and Zoroastrianism is not certain 6.
The Mithraism at Dura Europus yielded a sculptural relief of Mithra (Fig.
15). Mithraic Mysteries were brought to Dura Europus by the Roman legions.
Mithraism was not widespread in Iran; Boyce (1987: 99) suggests that probably
Zoroastrianism was a barrier for its spread in Iran. On the relief, Mithras is clad in a
tunic, trousers, cloak and a pointed cap. The costume seems Parthian. However, as
this Mithra belonged to the Roman mystery cult, this relief might not be applicable
to a discussion of Zoroastrian iconography.
                                                
6 For more information on the Mithraic Mysteries, see Ulansey, 1989.
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For the Zoroastrian god Mithra, there is no sure representation from the
Parthian period. Colledge, however, has proposed that he is shown in sculpture. He
(Colledge1986: 14) identifies the seated figure on the left in the Tang-i Sarvak relief
as Mithra. The figure on the Tang-i Sarvak relief sits on a throne or bench without a
back (Fig. 14). It rests its feet on a footstool. The face is completely defaced so the
sex of the figure cannot be determined. It holds a scepter with a sphere at the top. It
has a rayed halo around the head. But in the absence of inscriptions, certain
identification is impossible.
Colledge (1986:14) also identifies the bearded, cuirassed figure on a late
Parthian capital from Bard-i Nishandeh as Mithra (Fig. 16). But again there is no
firm evidence to support this idea.
Like Ahura Mazda, without any sculptural example of the god of light, it is
not possible to evaluate the utilization of Greek art and religious iconography.
2.6.3 Anahita
Anahita was the goddess of water, fertility and procreation; she was also
associated with warfare. Some sculptural representations have been identified as
Anahita; however, there is no inscribed representation of her from the Parthian
period. Nonetheless Colledge (1986: 15) identifies the seated figure on the right at
Tang-i Sarvak as Anahita (Fig. 14). The figure shares the throne or bench with the
figure on the left. Due to the defacement of the face, there is no indication of the sex
of the figure. It holds a spear with a ribbon tied at the top. There are small bunches of
hair on either side of the head. The headgear of the figure recalls the standing
27
figure’s headgear. Kawami (1987: 100) notes that Anahita was primarily the goddess
of fertility and well-being. Her most common attributes are a pitcher of water and a
beaver-skin cloak and they evoke fresh water and resulting fertility (Kawami 1987:
100). Kawami (1987: 100) claims that if the second seated figure is a female she
must be Athena rather than Anahita but she adds that certain identification is
impossible. Kawami does not give any further explanation to why she identified the
female figure as Athena.
The figure on a capital from Bard-i Nishandeh was identified less surely as
Anahita by Colledge (Colledge 1987: 15) (Fig. 17). The figure sits frontally and
holds a spear in her right hand and a cup or bowl in her left hand. Kawami (1987:
100) identifies this armed goddess as Athena again but without further explanation.
In the rendering of all these figures, the naturalistic Greek artistic tradition is
not attested. The frontal pose of figures, the hairstyles and costumes all reflect the
local artistic tradition.
2.6.4 Verethraghna
The last Zoroastrian deity that has been identified by some scholars on
sculptural representations from the Parthian period is Verethraghna. He was the god
of victory, closely associated with Herakles (Boyce, Grenet 1991: 62). In the rock
reliefs from Parthia, a figure similar to Herakles in iconography is frequently seen.
However as there are no inscriptions, we cannot be sure who was portrayed here.
On the rock reliefs from Shimbar in Elymais, a nude figure appears four
times (Fig.6). The absolute dating of these reliefs is disputed as it was carved in
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successive periods. Kawami (1987: 178-182) and Mathiesen (1992: 130) suggest a
2nd –3rd century date for the whole group. The naked figure on the reliefs carries a
club. His face is damaged. His hair is close cropped and he has a thick neck. He is
depicted frontally but his right leg is shown in profile. He holds a fluted bowl in
front of his chest. The club and nudity are both attributes of Herakles but as there has
no inscription certain identification is impossible.
In the artistic representation of the figures, Greek stylistic features are not
seen. The figure is ill proportioned. The figure has a small and elongated torso with
thin arms. These contrast with his broad shoulders. Near the figure an altar-like
object is seen. In the rest of the reliefs there are frontal figures placed side by side.
The general identification of the subjects of these reliefs is not clear.
Another example of a nude male figure comes from Assur. It was found in
the cella of Temple A (Fig. 18). The naked figure stands frontally and he rests his
right hand on a club. He holds a lion skin over his left arm. Because of the club and
lion skin the figure has been interpreted as Herakles (Mathiesen 1992: 193).
The third example comes from Masjid-i Sulaiman. It is the statue of a naked
male figure that grasps a small lion to his chest with his left arm (Fig. 19). The statue
has been interpreted as Herakles strangling a lion. It was dated to the 1st century AD
by Kawami, but to the end the of 2nd century AD or the beginning of the 3rd century
AD by Mathiesen (Kawami 1987: 207; Mathiesen 1992: 161). Kawami (1987: 115,
207) suggests that the head and the body do not belong to the same statue. The face
of the figure is missing but he has close-cropped hair and a beard. He also had
moustache. He has a ribbon, which is tied, at the back of his hair and the ends of the
ribbon fall down on his back. In his right ear, there are rings. Around his neck there
is another ring similar to those on his right wrist and right ankle. The rendering of
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the figure is not modeled on Greek prototypes. The musculature and chest were
indicated only by incised lines. On the sculptural representation of Verethraghna,
despite the identification problems, there is evident borrowing from Greek
iconography.
2.7 Discussion
The Parthians did not use Greek artistic principles in the anthropomorphic
representation of their deities. This phenomenon is quite surprising in an area that
had long-lasting cultural and political relations with the Greeks. For the Greek
tradition was not introduced by conquering Macedonians. Even before the Parthian
period there had been extensive political and economic relations between the
Achaemenid and Greek worlds.
The Achaemenid kings from Cyrus (559-529 BC) onwards imported Greek
artists and Greek art to decorate their court (Kawami 1987: 21). Darius records the
use of Greek craftsmen and artists in his palace and royal inscriptions from Susa
mention specifically Ionian and Sardian stoneworkers and Ionian and Carian
woodworkers (Kawami 1987: 22)
In the early years of Parthian rule, the Greek effect was stronger. There are
numerous examples that show traits of Greek art. A stone basin found at Denavar,
near Kermanshah was decorated with busts of satyrs and Silenus (Fig. 20).
Nihawand (the Seleucid city of Laodicea) yielded bronze figurines of Greek gods
such as Demeter, Athena, Apollo and Zeus (Fig. 21). The fragments of bronze
statues from the Temple of Shami have been attributed to Antiochus IV (?) and his
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wife (Ghirshman 1962:21; Porada 1965:81) (Fig. 22). And the female torso in
alabaster from Bakthiari Mountains looks at home in Greek art (Fig. 23). All these
examples were from the 3rd-2nd centuries BC. As these pieces were very early in date
for Parthian art, it is plausible that these were pieces that belonged to the Seleucids
or were Greek imports.
Greek art is seen in the architectural decoration of this early period too. At
Istakhr, an acanthus leaved capital from the 3rd- 2nd centuries BC shows that Greek
architectural elements were used as well (Fig. 24).
Furthermore, as mentioned in the introduction, rhytons found at Nisa, in the
earliest capital of the Parthians, were very strongly Greek in spirit (Fig. 25). In Nisa,
a windowless square building was found; presumably it was a treasury (Ghirshman
1962: 29; Lukonin 1967: 61; Schlumberger 1986: 1041; Colledge 1987: 157;
Wiesehöfer 1996: 126). The rooms yielded valuable objects and ornaments such as
precious metals, coins, gold and silver utensils, marble statues and imported articles.
Among them there were 40 ivory rhytons. Due to their weight it was proposed that
they could be only ceremonial or ritual (Wiesehöfer 1996: 126). Although the shape
was local, the pieces are heavily classical. On the rhytons, centaurs and Aphrodite
and Dionysian scenes of 12 Olympian gods are shown. Boardman (1994: 90) notes
that on the rhytons there is no mythological narrative. For the origin of the rhytons,
he (Boardman 1994: 90) suggests that Bactria was in proximity so these could be
loot from Bactria. Ghirshman (1962: 29) agrees that they could be the work of the
Bactrian kingdom. Although their place of origin and patron are unknown, it is
evident that the artist and the person who commissioned them were familiar with
Greek mythological scenes.
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The city also yielded marble statuettes of women or goddesses in marble and
gilded silver. These pieces are clearly Hellenistic as well (Figs. 26, 27).
In the later centuries, the situation began to change and local features became
dominant. Hellenistic traits can still be observed but generally the iconography and
the composition of works are characteristically Parthian.
As mentioned in the previous sections, there is not much evidence to claim
that there was a significant influence of Greek art in the art of the Parthian Empire.
Nevertheless, Greek culture and artistic traditions have a long history in the area.
First, there is the heritage of Achaemenid art, which adapted Greek art. Moreover, in
the representation of Semitic and Babylonian gods Greek artistic principals and the
religious iconography of Greek pantheon were used heavily. However, the Parthians
did not utilize them for Zoroastrian divinities. On the other hand, they used Greek
models in their coinage and administrative matters. Parthian Kings issued coins
based on Greek types and referred to themselves as Philhellenes.
In addition, Greek was used along with Aramaic as the official language.
Some Parthian documents written in Greek have been discovered. King Artabanus
III wrote a letter in Greek to the Persian city Susa, that was modeled on Seleucid
administrative practice. Two parchments from Avraman and Parchment X from Dura
Europus were written in Greek and followed Hellenistic legal forms, though none of
the people named were Greek (Lukonin 1967: 130). Parthian rulers also used the
epithet “basileus basileon” on their coins (Kawami 1987: 5-7), the traditional Persian
royal epithet “King of Kings” but translated into Greek.
The lack of interest of Parthian culture in an official art may be related to the
nomadic nature of the Parthians. They did not have a state structure and culture as
strong and rooted as the Achaemenids. The Achaemenid Empire was a world power
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and the representative of the great cultural heritage of the Near East, whereas the
Parthians were a nomadic tribe who had good military skills. With this capability
they turned the instability of Seleucid authority to their own favor. They overran a
vast territory, a region that had been the home of major civilizations since prehistoric
times.  But due to their nomadic background, the Parthians did not have a well-
established and rooted culture to promote a court art, in contrast to the Achaemenids
or the succeeding Sassanians. Also, as a nomadic culture with outstanding military
skills, they might have never considered sculpture as a means of artistic expression.
Instead of large-scale sculpture the Parthians could have produced portable
art works. Archaeological excavations have not yielded such items but metal objects
either could have been looted or melted down, and woodwork could easily have
perished.
An additional puzzle is the uncertain connection between art and religion. We
really do not know to what extent the Parthians adopted Iranian religion. It seems
that they used Zoroastrianism together with Semitic and Babylonian religions for
political propaganda. They allowed the worship of all these religions but they did not
promote any of them. If they were not devout Zoroastrians, they did not necessarily
have need for a developed religious art and iconography. Artistic creation was left to
the patronage of the local rulers. This explains the high number of royal reliefs and
investiture scenes. Despite the lack of a central, national artistic activity, the local
rulers did not hesitate to use art for their political propaganda or to establish their
rule in the eyes of their subjects. And the local artists chose to follow the ancient
artistic heritage of the Near East in their work.
This chapter has illustrated different responses to the Greeks during the
Parthian period. Greek art had a long history in the area controlled by the Parthians.
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First, the Achaemenid Empire utilized Greek artistic models to enrich their art. Later,
the area was under Greek rule with the conquest of Alexander the Great and the
following Seleucid rule. Moreover, the Greek artistic principles and religious
iconography were used in the art of western cities under Parthian control, such as
Palmyra and Dura Europus before Roman take over. However interested it was in
certain aspects of Greek culture, toward Greek pictorial art applied to religious the
Parthian Empire stayed aloof.
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CHAPTER III
Nemrut Dağı: A Greek and Persian Synthesis
The second case study concerning the utilization of Greek art principles for
the anthropomorphic representation of divinities is a single monument: the
Hierothesion on Nemrut Dağı. Nemrut Dağı is the highest peak in the Taurus range
and King Antiochus I (69-36 BC) of Commagene built a sanctuary and his tomb on
its summit.
Commagene was the ancient name of the region between the Taurus
Mountains and the Euphrates River. The region covers Adıyaman, Kahramanmaraş
and Gaziantep provinces of today’s southeast Turkey (Fig. 28).
The site has been chosen for two reasons. Firstly, geographically
Commagene is situated at a key point between East and West. Due to this strategic
position, it was open to many cultural influences. Secondly, as a contemporary of the
Parthian Empire, the art of the Commagene kingdom makes a good comparison to
Parthian art. Unlike the art of the Parthians, Nemrut Dağı in the neighboring region
demonstrated that here, in contrast, Greek cultural and artistic forms were used
extensively in the religious iconography, together with Parthian elements. The idea
behind this synthesis was political. Antiochus I wanted to stress his Greek and
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Persian heritage in order to reinforce the position of Commagene as a buffer state
between two world powers of his time. Moreover with his cult he wanted to
immortalize his name.
3.1 History of Research
The discovery of the monument dates back to 1881.  K. Sester, who was an
engineer employed by the Ottoman Government to investigate transportation routes
between Western Anatolia and Central Anatolia and Mediterranean harbors, reported
to the Prussian Academy of Sciences in Berlin that he had found a number of
gigantic statues in the eastern Taurus Mountains. The Academy was hesitant about
this discovery in the beginning, because H. von Moltke had already surveyed the
region in 1830. Commissioned by the Ottoman government to carry out
cartographical studies in the area, he had used Nemrut’s peak as a reference point in
his work but he did not mention any statues (von Moltke 1893; Dörner 1990: 3;
Başgelen 1998: 11).
In the end, the Academy sent O. Puchstein along with Sester for further
investigation. The two researchers surveyed the site and discovered an inscription in
Greek, the Nomos (Holy Edict), which was carved on the back of the thrones of the
seated statues on each terrace. The Nomos was written by Antiochus I and it gives
information about his cult. Puchstein deciphered the inscriptions. The entire text,
237 lines, reveals that Antiochus I, son of the Commagenian King Mithridates
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Callinicus and his wife Laodice, built this sanctuary. Puchstein presented a detailed
report of this survey to the Academy and it was published in 1883 (Puchstein, 1883).
The second expedition to the site was made in 1883 by Puchstein and K.
Humann. The work with photographs concerning this second expedition was
published in 1890 as Reisen in Kleinasien und Nordsyrien (Humann and Puchstein,
1890).
The same year, the Ottoman government sent Osman Hamdi Bey, the
director of the national museum, and the sculptor Osgan Efendi to investigate the
monuments. Their published report, in French, is considered the first archaeological
publication by Turkish scholars (Hamdy and Effendi, 1883).
These two early works had no catalogue of the sculptures or inscriptions. The
photographs were poor in quality and the plans were incomplete as well. However,
considering the short duration of their visits and the difficult working conditions on
the site, these attempts are worthy of praise.
Between 1953-1973 T. Goell conducted excavations at Nemrut Dağı. T.
Goell’s studies, edited by D. Sanders, were published in 1996, 11 years after her
death  (Sanders, 1996). This volume mainly consists of T. Goell’s notes compiled by
D. Sanders. J. Young, who was responsible for the sculptural analysis of Nemrut
Dağı, also died before he completed his work. His study, composed of partly
handwritten, partly typed notes, was published in Sander’s work. However, Young’s
notes end abruptly without any summary or comparison of iconography with other
artistic traditions.
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In 1984 K. Dörner initiated a project to restore the statues and to find
Antiochus’ burial chamber. However, he could not find financial sponsors to support
his studies and the project was left unfinished.
In 1986, on the proposal of the Turkish Ministry of Culture and the German
Embassy in Ankara, S. Şahin took over the work on the site. The most advanced
technologies such as seismic survey and ground radars were used, but still, the burial
chamber of Antiochus I has not been located. Investigation on the site continues.
The site was listed among UNESCO’s Cultural Heritage sites in 1987, and it was
made a national park in 1988.
3.2 History
Scholars generally accept the hypothesis that the name Commagene is the
Greek equivalent of the city kingdom Kummuha-Kummuhu of Hittite-Assyrian texts
(Sanders 1996: 18). The prism inscription of Tiglath-Pileser I (1115-1071 BC) refers
to a military campaign to Kummuhu as early as the late 2nd millennium BC.
Later, Sargon II (721-705 BC) conquered Kummuhu and the region was
incorporated into the Assyrian Empire. The native population was scattered and the
Kummuhu territory was re-populated with people coming from other regions within
the empire.
Afterwards, during the reign of Darius the Great (520-486 BC) of the
Achaemenian Empire, Kummuhu became a coastal satrapy of Syria. Alexander the
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Great defeated Darius III in the Battle of Issus in 333 BC. After Alexander’s death in
323 BC, the empire was shared among his generals. The lands of Commagene fell
under the control of the Seleucid dynasty and the name Kummuhu was Hellenized to
Commagene.
Commagene, Cappodocia, Armenia and Azerbaijan and Parthia were under
the rule of the Seleucid Empire. These kingdoms eventually declared their
independence when the central control declined.  In 163 BC, the governor of
Commagene, Samos, declared his independence. He took the title “Ptolemais” and
started to issue coins. He ruled between 163-130 BC. The zenith of the Commagene
kingdom was the reign of Antiochus I. Antiochus I ruled between 69-36 BC. The
capital city was Samosata, which is now under the waters of the Atatürk Dam. He
adopted the title “Philromanos and Philhellene” (Başgelen 1998: 41). Antiochus I
claimed that he was descended from Alexander the Great through his maternal
ancestors and from Darius through his paternal ancestors. However, there is no
information in the ancient sources to confirm his claim (Sanders 1996: 21).
Antiochus I initiated great construction projects such as Arsameia on the Nymphaios
(Eski Kale) and Arsameia on the Euphrates (Gerger), both of which have yielded
inscriptions and reliefs. The most majestic of his projects was the sanctuary at
Nemrut Dağı.
The region was famous for its cedar forests and iron ore. But as the kingdom
was situated at crossing points over the Euphrates between Mesopotamia and
Anatolia, the main source of richness was trade.
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Politically, Commagene was a buffer state between two world powers of that
time: the Roman Empire and Parthian Empire. Commagene suffered from the
ambitions of the Roman and Parthian Empires for the control of this strategic region
and the riches of the trade routes.
In the time of Vespasian (70-79 AD), the cultural and religious affinities
between Commagene and Parthia became a threat for the Roman Empire. The
Romans feared that Samosata could be taken and used by Parthia as a crossing point
into Anatolia. In AD 72, Emperor Vespasian deposed the Commagenian king
Antiochus IV due to his alleged intrigue with the Parthians against the Romans. The
region was then transformed into a Roman province, and renamed Euphratensis.
The historical sources say little about Commagene. Although Roman writers
such as Cicero, Caesar, Strabo, Josephus, Plutarch, Appianus and Dio Cassius
referred to the region in their works, the information is very scanty (Sanders 1996:
21-26). The written sources offer no information about the cultural, political and
social structure of the kingdom. Moreover, the Roman sources did not mention
Antiochus I’s sanctuary (Sanders 1996: 22). This is quite surprising because the
sanctuary must have been one of the outstanding monuments of its time.
3.3 The Cult of Antiochus I
The monuments on Nemrut Dağı and other monuments encountered in
various parts of Commagene land such as Arsameia on Nymphaios or Arsameia on
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Euphrates were produced for the cult that was founded by Antiochus I for himself
and for his ancestors.
He made clear in his Nomos that in addition to being his final resting place,
the Hierothesion would be his cult place. It was planned as a pilgrimage shrine for
monthly and yearly celebrations of his birth and his ascension to the throne. The
Nomos gives the outline of laws and formulas for the performances of the rituals that
Antiochus I set himself (Sanders 1996: 206-217). He invited the participation of his
subjects in the celebrations. He stated that feasts would be offered and hereditary
musicians would perform. The cultic rituals would be administrated by the priests.
Antiochus I also provided tax revenues for the maintenance of his cult.
The concept of the ruler cult was a popular phenomenon among the
Hellenistic kingdoms in the west (Pollitt 1986: 274-275). It was believed that the
ruler was appointed by the gods. Thus he became their representative on earth.
Antiochus I immortalized himself on his Hierothesion at Nemrut Dağı by placing his
statue among the colossal statues of gods and, in the dexiosis reliefs, by shaking
hands with deities on equal terms. Moreover his costume is the same as that worn by
the gods and he holds a barsom in his left hand, as do Zeus-Oromasdes and Apollo-
Mithras-Helios-Hermes. The barsom was the bundle of twigs held by the Zoroastrian
priests during worship.
The other common practice of the ruler cults was establishing a royal or
divine lineage (Sanders 1996: 211). Alexander the Great traced his lineage to
Herakles, for example. The Romans believed that they descended from the Trojan
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hero Aeneas. As mentioned above, Antiochus I traced his lineage to Alexander the
Great on his mother’s side and to Darius the Great on his father’s side.
Actually the cult was basically Greek with a Zoroastrian touch.  The cult has
Zoroastrian traits, revealed in the inscriptions such as the immortality of the soul and
the Persian names of the syncretistic gods. However, in the inscriptions, there is no
mention of magi, a Zoroastrian priest class, or fire rituals. The cult of Antiochus I
was clearly another element of his political propaganda.
3.4 The Hierothesion
Hierothesion means a place holy to gods (Sanders 1996: 130). The name,
which was previously unknown, was found on the inscriptions of Antiochus I on the
backs of the thrones of the monumental sculptures. The Hierothesion area covers an
irregular 2.6 hectares (Fig. 29). It consists of a tumulus flanked by terraces on three
sides: east, north and west. The tumulus is made up of broken stones piled on the top
of the original mountain peak. It was originally 75 m. in height but due to Goell’s
use of dynamite in her search for the grave chamber of Antiochus I, the height was
reduced to 50 m (Cimok 1995: 9).
The location of the East, North and West Terraces surrounding the tumulus
was dictated by the shape of the mountain. There are stairs on the terraces which
give access to the terraces and to the backs of the statues’ inscriptions. There is
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another processual circuit way, which went around the tumulus and functioned as a
transit route from one terrace to the other.
The East and West terraces are almost identical in layout and composition.
Both terraces contain a row of seated statues of the deities and three rows of reliefs
on which the maternal and paternal ancestors and Antiochus I shaking hands with
various gods are depicted (Figs. 30, 31, 32, 33). The seated statues on the East
Terrace and the reliefs on the West Terrace have survived in better condition. The
East Terrace has an extra altar. The 85 stelai on the North Terrace do not have any
images.
Because Antiochus I claimed descent from distinguished families, images of
the famous ancestors were shown in the sculptures. Since Antiochus claimed his
descent from Darius the Great, on the reliefs reserved for paternal ancestors Darius I,
Xerxes, Artaxerxes I were depicted (Fig. 34). For the maternal ancestors, Antiochus
I claimed that through his mother he was related to Alexander the Great. On these
reliefs, in addition to Alexander the Great, Seleucus I Nikator and Antiochus I Soter
were shown.
On the East and West terraces, the main sculptures consisted of five colossal
seated statues, with a large guardian animal at each end. The statues of a lion and an
eagle stand at each end of the row of seated statues (Figs. 35, 36). Between these
guardian animals, from left to right, the seated statues of Antiochus I, the goddess
Commagene, Zeus-Oromasdes, Apollo-Mithras-Helios-Hermes and Artagnes-
Herakles-Ares were placed (Fig. 37). The five colossi sit on the same type of throne
and their average height is 8-10 m. All the statues are seriously damaged. The heads
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have fallen down. Only the bodies of the statues still remain in situ. The figures are
represented frontally in stiff position, with the arms bent at the elbow and the hands
resting on the thighs.
The free-standing statues were carved from the natural calcareous rock of
Nemrut Dağı. It is softer material for carving compared to marble, free and available
in the region. The reliefs, however, were carved from sandstone, darker in color. The
statues have lever holes, which enabled them to be set in their place. In addition,
both the statues and reliefs had sockets inserted into slots to hold them in place.
Apart from the many sculptures that show Antiochus I, divinities, and
animals, there is one additional relief with a unique subject. The relief known as the
Lion Horoscope stands on the West Terrace (Fig. 38). It shows a lion slightly turned
towards its left. But its upper body is rendered frontally. There are 19 small stars
with six rays and three large stars with 16 rays on its back. The inscription, in Greek,
identifies the stars as Jupiter, Mercury and Mars. These were the planets of Zeus-
Oromasdes, Apollo-Mithras-Helios-Hermes and Artagnes-Herakles-Ares. The
crescent moon around the lion’s neck symbolizes the goddess Commagene (Dörner
1990: 226; Duchesne-Guillemin 1978: 195; Cimok 1995: 26). The relief is the oldest
depiction of the horoscope in the world and it shows the position of the planets on 7
July, 62 BC (Duchesne-Guillemin 1978: 195; Dörner 1990: 225; Boyce, Grenet
1991: 324; Cimok 1995: 26; Başgelen 1998: 30;). This is thought to be either the




In the pantheon of Antiochus I, there is a syncretism between the leading
Greek and Persian deities. Syncretism between different pantheons became popular
during the Hellenistic period (Lukonin 1967: 135). For example an inscription was
found at Persepolis addressed to Zeus Megistos, Apollo Helios and Artemis Athena
(Colledge 1976: 8; 1990: 222). This might look bizarre; however, these Greek names
refer to the corresponding Iranian deities of Ahura Mazda, Mithras and Anahita
(Colledge 1990: 222)
On Nemrut Dağı, apart from the indigenous goddess Commagene, gods
appear with their Greek and Persian names. The gods in the Commagene pantheon
carry Greek attributes but their costume and headdress are Parthian.
This syncretistic pantheon illustrates Antiochus I’s aspiration to show
himself as an heir to both the East and the West. This section will present the
pantheon of Antiochus I and comment about the stylistic and iconographical features
of the sculptural program on Nemrud Dağı.
3.5.1 Zeus - Oromasdes
The figure is the combination of Zeus, the supreme god of the Greek
pantheon, and Oromasdes, who was the Greek equivalent of Ahura Mazda, the
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supreme god of the Zoroastrian religion (Fig. 39). There are four figures of Zeus-
Oromasdes at Nemrut Dağı, two on the dexiosis reliefs and two on the colossi.
Despite the minor differences, all four figures have common points. This god
is depicted as a bearded mature man. Zeus-Oromasdes is shown seated on an
elaborate throne. Among the colossi, his throne is larger and juts forward beyond the
others (Fig. 30) (Sanders 1996: 435).  In addition, the dexiosis relief that shows him
bigger than the others. In all instances a single footstool is placed in front of the
throne and his feet rest on it.
For his costume, on the East Terrace, Zeus–Oromasdes wears a cloak, tunic
and a gown pulled up between the legs. On the West Terrace, he wears a candys, a
long robe falling straight down with a heavy hem (Sanders 1996: 452). He has a
tight undergarment, long fitting trousers, a sash and Parthian boots (Sanders 1996:
471). For a headdress, he always wears a Parthian tiara whose lappets are hanging
down (Sanders 1996: 435). Six pointed stars decorate his tiara on the West Terrace
dexiosis relief. Eight pointed stars are used for the decoration of his tiara on the East
Terrace relief. He has a diadem over his tiara.
The figure was portrayed with jewelry. He wears bracelets on both wrists.
The West Terrace colossus has a single torque around the neck. He also wears
brooches (Sanders 1996: 470).
 The colossi hold a barsom but on the reliefs he is shown holding a scepter.
The general attributes of a Greek god are used in the decoration as well. For
example, eagles are perched on the back corners of his throne. Winged thunderbolts
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decorate his diadem and brooches.  Since the oak tree was sacred to Zeus, at Nemrut
Dağı, oak leaves decorate his sash, cloak, trousers, boots and throne.
 A lion head decorated his torque and horned lions are seen on his throne
(Sanders 1996: 471). The front legs of the throne are in the form of lion’s paws claw
and the arms of the throne end in a lion’s head (Sanders 1996: 471).
The Parthian elements in the iconography are the Parthian clothing, tiara and
barsom held by the colossi. The Greek elements are the heavy beard, heavy locks of
hair and the scepter. The eagles and oak spray belong to Greek iconography as well.
The cuirass, the cloak fastened with brooches, and the sash are classified as local
elements by Young (Sanders 1996: 473).
3.5.2 Apollo-Mithras-Helios-Hermes
This god is the combination of the Greek god of light Apollo, the Zoroastrian
god of light Mithras, the Greek god of the sun Helios, and the Greek messenger god,
Hermes (Fig. 40). He is depicted young and beardless.
The colossi wear a candys and low boots (Sanders 1996: 467). He wears a
Parthian tiara with lappets down (Sanders 1996: 468). He has a diadem over the
tiara. A row of discs and lozenges decorates his diadem in the West Terrace relief
and the diadems of West and East Terrace colossi (Sanders 1996: 467). On the
dexiosis reliefs, a sun-disc and rays are shown behind the head (Fig. 31).
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For jewelry, on the reliefs he has a double bracelet with boss or jewel on the
left wrist.  The cloak of the West Terrace colossus is fastened by a single-tongue
shaped brooch (Sanders 1996: 440).
In Greek religion, the sacred tree of Apollo was the laurel. Here, laurel leaves
decorated the upper part of his gown, the tiara and the lappets (Sanders 1996: 468).
He also holds a barsom in his left hand (Sanders 1996: 440).
3.5.3 Artagnes-Herakles-Ares
This figure combines the Zoroastrian god of victory Artagnes, the Greek hero
Herakles, and the Greek god of war, Ares (Fig. 41). The god appears in two totally
different styles. On the reliefs he is shown nude but the colossi are shown fully
dressed.
The colossi, like Zeus-Oromasdes, show this god represented as a Greek
prototype of Herakles. He is depicted bearded but younger as compared to Zeus-
Oromasdes. His lips are parted. His brow is furrowed and his eyes are wide open. He
has thick hair. The West Terrace colossus wears a long robe, falling straight down
with a heavy hem (Sanders 1996: 441, 471). The East Terrace colossus wears a
cloak, a tunic and a gown, which is pulled up (Sanders 1996: 471). On both terraces,
he wears Parthian boots (Sanders 1996: 471). He has a pointed tiara with lappets
down and a diadem, which is decorated with disc and lozenges (Sanders 1996: 471).
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As jewelry, he wears a single torque. The East Terrace colossus has
bracelets. He has a circular brooch on the East Terrace and tongue-shaped brooch on
the West Terrace (Sanders 1996: 471).
Finally, both colossi hold an upright club in their left hand and they carries it
over his shoulder (Sanders 196: 441).
On the reliefs, he is nude, but wearing a wreath of vine leaves and carrying a
lion skin slung over his left arm (Fig. 32). He is shown as a powerful and muscular
young man. His beard is close cropped and his hair is thick. In his left hand, he holds
an upright club and over it hangs the lion skin, its paws and tail reaching to the
ground.
Young (Sanders 1996: 441) suggested that the reliefs were taken from the
Greek art repertoire. He proposed that the relief at Nemrut Dağı must have been a
direct copy from a Greek relief. Young (Sanders 1996: 441) and Colledge (1987:
159) noted that Herakles is shown in this position in his apotheosis reliefs.
Apotheosis means elevated to the rank of gods or ascent to heaven. On these reliefs
from Greek and Roman art, mythological or imperial figures are shown ascending to
heaven in the company of gods. It was suggested that, at Nemrud Dağı, Antiochus I
was substituted for the figure of Zeus on apotheosis reliefs (Sanders 1996: 441).
Young (Sanders 1996: 441-442) notes that the method of rendering the beard
and the hair on both the colossi and the reliefs is unique to Nemrut Dağı. The beard
is closely cropped and the hair is composed of engraved tufts turned at various
angles and closely packed together. Young (Sanders 1996: 441-442) pointed out that
the wreath of vine leaves is not attested in Greek art except for Dionysus.
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3.5.4 The Goddess Commagene
This, the only female figure, is the personification of the Commagene
kingdom (Fig. 42). In Hellenistic Greece, the personification of a city by a woman
was a known practice. In Greek culture she is called Tyche, or Fortune (Smith 1995:
76). She is called the most Hellenic figure of the Commagene pantheon by Young
(Sanders 1996: 442). She has various attributes of a Greek goddess of plenty.
The goddess was represented four times at Nemrut Dağı.  She appears twice
as a colossus and twice on the dexiosis reliefs (Fig. 33). The East Terrace dexiosis
relief, however, is completely lost.
 The goddess Commagene is depicted as a mature woman. She wears a
chiton and himation (Sanders 1996: 470, 442). The colossi wear a chiton fastened by
a girdle (Sanders 1996: 443). On the reliefs, she wears a long, trailing chiton which
is sleeveless and with a rounded necklace. The chiton is fastened on the right
shoulder. She wears a himation over it. She has slippers (Sanders 1996: 443). On her
head, there is a wreath of fruits and stalks of grain (Sanders 1996: 470).
The colossi have a round brooch, which fastens the chiton on the right
shoulder. For her jewelry, she has bracelets on both wrists and a circular brooch and
she wears earrings (Sanders 1996: 443).
In her left hand she always carries the cornucopia laden with fruit and
crowned by three honey cakes and in her right hand she holds a spray of fruit and
grain and perhaps flowers, again topped with honey cakes (Sanders 1996:443).
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3.6 Discussion
The Hierothesion on Nemrut Dağı is a good example of the blending of
different artistic and cultural traditions. At the Hierothesion on Nemrut Dağı, Greek
art was utilized heavily together with Parthian elements. The idea behind this
syncretism was totally political. The sculptural program on Nemrut Dağı reflects the
political and religious propaganda of Antiochus I.
The region was under Seleucid rule before the establishment of the
Commagene dynasty. Moreover, Antiochus I’s mother Laodicea came from the
Seleucid dynasty. Thus, Greek art must have been known and appreciated in the
Commagene court.
Persia was the neighboring region. Through his claim of Achaemenid
descent and also through trade contacts with the region the region had close relations
with Parthia. Moreover, Anatolia was under Persian occupation before the conquest
of Alexander the Great.
Consequently, the Commagene kingdom, due to its geographical and
strategic position, was acquainted with both Greek and Parthian civilizations.
Antiochus I, like Alexander the Great, attempted to unite East and West. The whole
sculptural program on his hierothesion is the reflection of this dream.
With the sculptural program he sets himself and his rule in a divine context
in many ways. Placing himself among the other gods of his pantheon Antiochus I
symbolically shows himself as the representative of the gods on earth.
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Secondly, in the dexiosis reliefs, Antiochus I is shown shaking hands with
deities on equal terms as he is depicted in the same scale as the gods. This
composition underlines his divine status once more.
Thirdly, the Lion Horoscope is used as a reference for the divine rule of
Antiochus I. On this astrological map, the planets Jupiter, Mercury, and Mars of
Zeus-Oromasdes, Apollo-Mithras-Helios-Hermes and Artagnes-Herakles-Ares and
the crescent moon of the Goddess Commagene in the constellation of Leo are
shown. Antiochus I identifies himself with the constellation Leo. This astral event
was symbolically used as a proof for his own divinization and it can be interpreted
as a divine approval from heaven for his reign (Duchesne-Guillemin 1978: 195).
Lastly, the paternal and maternal ancestral reliefs stress his claimed descent
from Greece and Persia. In his claim, he used the greatest figures of history:
Alexander the Great and Darius the Great. This lineage cleverly connects him with
the major powers of recent memory.
 In this visual expression of his political propaganda, Antiochus I used both
Greek and Persian iconographic and stylistic elements in the sculptural program of
his Hierothesion.
The major Greek feature in the art of Commagene is the anthropomorphic
representation of the gods. As mentioned in the first chapter, Ahura Mazda was
shown in the Achaemenid Persian reliefs of Darius the Great and Artaxerxes.
However, the humanization of deities was not a common practice in Parthia. Hence,
the representation of gods in anthropomorphic style at Nemrut Dağı can be classified
as a Greek feature.
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Secondly, stylistically, especially in the dexiosis reliefs, there is an attempt at
a certain illusionism. This was harder to achieve on the colossi because of their size
but even there, on the face of deities, a certain modeling is attested.
Thirdly, many iconographical attributes of gods were taken from the Greek
repertoire. For example the traditional attributes of Zeus-Oromasdes, the
thunderbolt, eagle and oak are used in the sculptural program. Other attributes were
laurel sprays for Apollo-Mithras-Helios-Hermes, the horn of plenty for the goddess
Commagene and the lion skin and club for Artagnes-Herakles-Ares.
The male nudity is a western idea as well. The successful rendering of
anatomical features of the naked Artagnes-Herakles-Ares is owed to Greek art.
The furrowed forehead and bushy beards of Zeus-Oromasdes and Artagnes-
Herakles-Ares and partly opened lips of Zeus-Oromasdes and Apollo-Mithras-
Helios-Hermes are classified as Hellenistic traits (Pollitt 1986: 275).
Lastly, some scholars argue that the dexiosis reliefs could be borrowed from
Greek apotheosis reliefs (Colledge 1987: 135; Sanders 1996: 441). However, Boyce
(1991: 317-318) notes that the handclasp was also significant for Iranians. She
(Boyce, Grenet 1991: 317-318) states that a variant of this greeting was used
constantly in Zoroastrian rites.
Parthian features likewise consist of iconographical and stylistic elements.
The costume and the headdress of gods were taken from the Parthian East. However,
Smith (1988: 26) points out that the tiara was not worn by Achaemenian kings. He
(Smith 1986: 26) believes that this is a Greek invention for depicting eastern models.
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Secondly, the colossi hold a barsom in their hands. The barsom twigs were
an essential element of Zoroastrian rituals (Boyce 1987: 5).
Thirdly, the weaponry of Antiochus I on the dexiosis reliefs was taken from
Parthian art (Ghirshman 1962: 67).
Pollitt (1986: 275) suggests that the hugeness and solidity of the colossi
recall ancient Near East models. Smith (1988: 103) also notes that the extensive use
of reliefs was a Near Eastern practice.
Lastly, guardian animals were common in Near Eastern iconography.
Ghirshman compares the pose of the lion and eagle at Nemrut Dağı with the
guardian lions at the gate of the palace at Persepolis (Ghirshman 1962: 67).
However, Goell believes that lions were local elements. She (Sanders 1996: 41)
points out that lions were used extensively in Hittite art, for example the lion gates at
Alacahöyük or lion sculptures from Kargamış, Zincirli and Yazılıkaya. Actually
before the Hittite Empire, the lion were also used as guardian animals in
Mesopotamian temples to flank doorways.
As a conclusion, Antiochus I used all these Greek, Persian and local elements
to establish a syncretism which he used as a tool for his political propaganda. Art all
through history has often been used for political and/or religious propaganda.
Likewise, Antiochus I utilized Greek and Persian art and religious iconography to
reinforce his rule in the eyes of his subjects and, further, to reinforce his political
position between the Roman and Parthian Empires. Smith (1995: 228) calls the
Hierothesion “the product of a troubled mind in troubled times”. He (Smith 1988:
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102, 125) notes that this is not a natural gathering of Greek and Oriental traditions
but an artificial combination of the cultures for megalomaniac ambitions.
 The Commagene Kingdom, in particular its ruler Antiochus I, showed a
reaction to Greek art that was different from that of the Parthians, their
contemporaries and neighbors. Unlike the disinterested reaction of the Parthians to
the utilization of Greek art principles for the anthropomorphic representation of
deities, the Greek religious repertoire and iconography was extensively used in the
art of Commagene together with Achaemenid and Parthian elements in the visual
expression of Antiochus I’s political propaganda.
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CHAPTER IV
Buddhist Art of Gandhara: Greek Style for a Local Iconography
The third case study concerning utilization of Greek art for the anthropomorphic
representation of divinities is Gandhara. The Buddha image in the anthropomorphic
form appeared in the Gandhara region in the 1st century AD, 500 years after the death of
the Buddha (563- 483 BC). In art history, these first examples of the Buddha image
from Gandhara region have been compared to Greek models. Greek culture was
introduced to the area with Alexander the Great’s conquest (Holt 1995; Tarn 1938).
Hence, it was conceivable that Greek art supplied models for the early images of the
Buddha. The idea that the Buddha image is based on the Greek Apollo attracted
European scholars and so the early Buddhist art of the Gandhara region was seen as the
direct reflection of Greek art. But Greek art does not seem to have been the only
impetus. Due to the geographical situation of the region, there were other cultural
interactions and artistic traditions in the area, such as Indian or Central Asian/Nomadic
arts.
Gandhara is the name given to the area on the north west of the Indian peninsula
and the eastern part of the Iranian plateau, located in today’s Pakistan and Afghanistan
(Fig. 43). This vast area includes the Valley of the Kabul River, the Peshawar district
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and Swat to the north. The Hindu Kush Mountains cross the area from east to west and
they separate the region from Bactria to the north.
Geographically, Gandhara was on the ancient trade routes that stretched from
China to the Mediterranean. This made it a focal point for travellers, traders and
missionaries. Moreover the area was subject to many invasions and migrations.
Consequently, Gandhara became a meeting point of different cultures and religions.
First, this chapter will give background information on the history of research on
the subject, the early history of the Gandhara region, and the problems in the study of
Gandharan art.
Second, the Buddha images and other minor Buddhist deities in
anthropomorphic form with regard to costume, iconographic features, and style will be
explored.
Third, the change in the representation of the Buddha from symbolic to
anthropomorphic images will be reviewed, with a consideration of the possible religious
and cultural reasons for this transition.
Last, the role of Greek art and Greek ideas of anthropomorphic representation of
deities in the early Buddhist art of Gandhara, particularly in the creation of the Buddha
image in the visual arts, will be discussed. With this the influence of other artistic
traditions will also be evaluated.
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4.1 History of Research
The East has always attracted visitors. The mysterious climate, vivid life and
exotic art works have an enchanting influence on people even today. Likewise, the art of
Gandhara was a great interest to European scholars from the beginning of the 19th
century.
In 1870 the scholar Leitner brought to England a collection that he named
Graeco- Buddhist (Smith 1969: 49). Although Leitner was the first person in the history
of research on the Buddhist art of Gandhara, before this date there were other studies. In
1833, the explorer Gerard found a circular relief of Buddha near Kabul (Smith 1969:
49). Shortly thereafter J. Prinsep published his account of the so-called ‘Silenus’
discovered by Colonel Stacy at Mathura in 1836 (Smith 1969: 49). In 1848, A.
Cunningham examined the ruins at Jamalgarhi to the northeast of Peshawar but his
records were published many years later (Smith 1969: 49). In 1852, Sir E. C. Bayley
printed the first description of Jamalgarhi sculptures in the Journal of the Asiatic Society
of Bengal but the illustrations were so poor that they did not give the real aesthetic value
of the objects (Smith 1969: 49). These publications demonstrate the attraction of
Buddhist and Indian art works for western people in the 19th century. With colonialism
very strong in the area, many art works from the Gandhara region were brought to
Europe and were introduced to a western audience.
In the early 1900s, A. Foucher, a French scholar, published his prestigious work
on the Graeco- Buddhist art of Gandhara in which he tried to identify the reliefs with the
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help of available literary texts (Foucher 1905). Foucher believed that the Buddha image
in anthropomorphic form was based on Greek artistic models.
In later years, many excavations took place in the area. Sir J. Marshall excavated
Taxila between 1913-1934 and his studies were published in 3 volumes  (Marshall,
1951). The Hellenistic city Ai Khanum at the junction of the Oxus River and the Kokcha
River was excavated by D. Schlumberger, head of the French Archaeological
Delegation in Afghanistan, between 1965-1978.
Like Foucher, later western scholars Grousset, Rowland and Schlumberger all
attributed the Buddha images from Gandhara region solely to Greek art.
Nationalist Indian scholars challenged this assertation. Coomaraswamy was the
leading figure on this opposite side. Arguing that the role of the West was exaggerated,
he complained that western critics were prejudiced when they interpreted the art of
Gandhara as a complement of Greek art (Coomaraswamy 1985a, 1985b, 1991). In his
studies he tried to demonstrate that the Buddha images in anthropomorphic form were
inspired by the local Indian art.
All these cultural biases from either the western or the eastern point of view have
an effect on the interpretation of art works from Gandhara region.
The intensive interest in the art of the region has diminished with time. In recent
decades, instead of studies devoted entirely to the Gandhara problem, the art of
Gandhara is mostly treated as a chapter in survey books on Indian art (Craven 1987;
Harle 1984;  Huntington 1985; Mitter 2001)1.
                                                          




The study of Gandharan art is problematic in four aspects. The first problem is
that written historical information about the Gandhara region is patchy, obtained from
various sources. Among the sources, the first group consists of the works of Greek and
Latin writers such as Polybius, Strabo, Ptolemy, Justin and the anonymous writer of
‘Periplus of the Erythraean Sea’ (Hallade 1968: 8; Errington and Cribb 1992: 12). In
these sources there are only references to some important events and the names and
actions of a few local Greek and Indian rulers.
The second group is the Indian texts, in which there are allusions to the military
actions of Greeks against Indians (Errington and Cribb 1992: 12). The third group is the
Chinese historical texts, particularly the official chronicles of the Han dynasty that
contain brief references to the Kushans and other nomadic tribes (Errington and Cribb
1992: 12). The last group of sources is the travel accounts of the Buddhist pilgrims,
particularly Fa Hsien (AD 413) and Hsaun Tsang (AD 629-645), who travelled from
China to India (Errington and Cribb 1992: 12; Perera 1992: 312). The problem with the
information in the first three groups is that the writers are outsiders rather than native
citizens. Also, the information in them is incomplete; the names used in the texts are
spelled differently and the dates are given in relative chronologies. For the last group,
the writings were late in date and some of the monuments were already in ruins by then.
Furthermore, as the pilgrims stayed only for a short period of time they could not
understand the full social, political and religious context of the epoch. Due to the
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scattered and patchy nature of this information it is almost impossible to comprehend
the real historical situation.
The second problem concerns the accessibility of indigenous literary and
religious texts. There is a big body of texts in local languages.  Because most art
historians do not know the native languages, they have to depend on translated texts but
they are very few in number. Consequently, potential information in the indigenous texts
is still unknown. This point causes serious problems in the interpretation of the artworks
(Davidson, forthcoming).
 The third problem in the study of the area is chronology. Apart from the well-
known and well-dated events such as the Alexander Great’s invasion of the area (329-
325 BC), the precise history of the area is uncertain. Only a few datable points can be
derived from foreign sources.
 The chronology of Gandharan art is also problematic. There are few sculptures
from the region that bear inscribed dates but these inscriptions refer to the local
chronology. It is known that the Buddhist art of Gandhara flourished and developed
under the patronage of the great Kushan ruler, Kanishka. Nonetheless, the date of his
reign is still debated.
Furthermore, it is also difficult to set up a relative chronology of the area as the
northwest regions were subject to destructive forces all through their history.  These
problems with chronology make it hard to set up the general evolution of the Gandhara
sculptures. The only possible solution for establishing a chronology for the region seems
to correlate relative chronologies from numismatic sequences, or relative stylistic
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sequences. In our case, a comparison can be established with Roman art, which is
securely dated.
The fourth problem is the spoiled archaeological context, which had been ruined
first by the invaders of the later periods and then by unprofessional excavations done in
modern times (Smith 1969: 50; Harle 1984: 83; Huntington 1985: 126; Yamamoto
1990: 310). As Gandhara is on a crossroads of cultures, it was subject to many
invasions. These continuous waves of invasions destroyed the strata. The excavations
which took place in the area in the 19th century were not professional. These were
mostly done by European adventurers. In these amateur excavations, the digging was
done in haphazard fashion; many of the pieces were removed from their original context
without proper recording of their findspots. Many stupas and monasteries were utterly
destroyed, and the isolated examples made their way to museums or private collections.
Only very few pieces were found in situ. The lack of proveniences of the pieces
combined with the problems in chronology stated above make difficult the identification
of different local schools.
4.3 History
The history of the Gandhara area from 300 BC to 300 AD is complex. The
region is one of the great cultural crossroads of the world and this 600-year period in its
history was marked by continuous warfare and turmoil. In order to understand the
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hybrid nature of Gandharan art, some information about the history of the area is
essential.
The earliest historical reference to Gandhara is the Bisitun Inscription of Darius
(c. 516 BC) (Rowland 1953: 75; Talbot Rice 1965:123). The region is listed among the
nations subject to the Achaemenid Empire.
 Later, the area was invaded by Alexander the Great. He started his expedition to
the east in 334 BC and the conquest of the Gandhara region took place between 329-325
BC. He reached Gandhara in 329 BC and, after crossing the Hindu Kush Mountains and
the Oxus River, he captured Bactria and Sogdia in 328 BC. With his conquest, the area
had a significant contact with Greek culture. After the death of Alexander in 323 BC, his
great empire fell apart.  Gandhara came under the control of Seleucus, one of
Alexander’s officers. However, around 250 BC, the Seleucids began to disintegrate.
Seleucus Nicator was forced to relinquish power to the local Mauryan dynasty and the
Seleucids had to withdraw north of the Hindu Kush Mountains.
Although the Seleucids left, Greek influence continued in Bactria. In 250 BC,
the province of Bactria under the Greek prince Diodotus declared its independence from
the Mauryans. The independent kingdom of Bactria with its capital at Bactra (Balkh),
although now separated from the Hellenistic world of the West by the Parthians in Iran,
still continued some semblance of Hellenistic culture.
In 190 BC, Demetrius, the grandson of Diodotus, reconquered the Gandhara
region. However, his successors  were destroyed by Eucratides, the ruler of a rival clan.
Nonetheless, princes with Greek names continued to hold the territory south of the
Hindu Kush area until after the mid 2nd century BC. These small kingdoms were called
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the Indo-Greek kingdoms. The main cities were Begram, Taxila and Pushkalavati.
Menander, who ruled between c.155-130 BC, was the most famous of the Indo-Greek
rulers. He was born in the village of Kalasi, probably near Alexandria-in-Caucaso near
Begram (Hornblower and Spawforth 1996: 957). He extended his power as far as the
Ganges and he became familiar with the wisdom of the east to such an extent that he
appears in a philosophical dialogue with a Buddhist sage in Milidapanha, The
Discourses of Menander (Errington and Cribb 1992: 5,9,12,14; Perera 1992: 30;
Boardman 1994: 115; Grousset 1995: 108; Mitter 2001: 24).
In 130 BC, the Indo-Greek kingdoms were driven out of Bactria by a nomadic
group, referred to as Sakas in Indian and Iranian sources.  The Sakas had a Scythian
origin. It is not really clear where they came from and how and when they spread.
However, it is known that there were nomadic Scythian tribes east of the Black Sea in
the 1st millennium BC. Probably they were among the nomadic tribes who harassed the
Bactrians in the 2nd century BC. In the 1st century BC (c.75 BC) the Sakas were pressed
in turn by other nomadic tribes, including the Yueh-chi.
The Yueh-chi, another tribe of Scythian origin, came from the province of Kansu
in north-west China. The relationship of the Yueh-chi and the Sakas is not clear. The
information about them mainly comes from Chinese official historical accounts in which
they were named as the Yueh-chi. Forced westwards by the Han dynasty, they left their
homelands in c. 175 BC. They arrived in Bactria in c. 145 BC. They expelled the Greeks
from Bactria in 130 BC and from other parts of India between 75-58/50 BC. This
conquest included the displacement of the Sakas and the overthrowing of the last Greek
sovereign Hermaeus.
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In the 1st century AD, the five Yueh-chi tribes were united as the Kushan nation
under Kujula Kadphises. In the mid 1st century AD, after a short Parthian rule in the area
between AD 19-49, Kujula Kadphises expanded south into Gandhara where he
established his court at Kabul. He established a commercial and political relationship
with the Roman Empire. His son Vima Kadphises succeeded him in the middle of the
century. He was the first Indian ruler who struck gold coins in imitation of Roman
denarii (Craven 1987: 82).
Kanishka, the grandson of Kujula Kaphises, was the most famous ruler of the
Kushan Dynasty. He extended the borders of the kingdom from Central Asia to Bengal.
His capital was Peshawar, and Mathura was the second capital in the south. As noted
above the dates for his reign are disputed. The suggestions for the beginning date of his
rule range from AD 58 to AD 278 (Rowland 1953: 77; Seckel 1964: 34; Talbot Rice
1965: 144; Auboyer 1968: 25; Hallade 1968: 28; Smith 1969: 50; Smith 1981: 146;
Harle 1984: 83; Coomaraswamy 1985b: 49; Huntington 1985: 125; Craven 1987: 82;
Errington and Cribb 1992: 18; Perera 1992: 313; Boardman 1994: 124). The most
accepted reign dates are AD 78-144, but there is still no firm evidence2.
Kanishka established stability and prosperity during his reign. This stability
helped the Buddhist culture to flourish and spread. Although it is not known for sure
whether the Kushans were fervent Buddhists or if they supported Buddhism for political
reasons, the Kushans and Kanishka in particular commissioned monasteries, sacred
monuments, and sculpture.
                                                          
2 For a thorough discussion for the chronology of Kanishka, see Errington and Cribb 1992:17-18.
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In AD 241, an invasion of the Sassanians who aimed to re-establish the former
Iranian Empire brought the end of the Kushans. Ardashir I in ca. 224-240 campaigned in
the east and his son, Shapur I, captured the Kushan land as far as Peshawar. A lesser
Kushan dynasty maintained itself in the north-west until the Huns destroyed them. The
first group of Huns, the Kidarites, took control of the Kabul region and Bactria in AD
370. Chionites and Hephthalites were the second wave and in the 5th century they were
dominant as far as Punjab.
The outline of Gandhara history displays the different cultures that played
important roles in the cultural heritage of the area. As the region was subject to many
invasions and cultural interactions, it is no surprise that there were several sources of
inspiration in its artistic tradition.
4.4 Religious Iconography
The Gandhara region gave birth to the anthropomorphic image of the Buddha
and other minor deities of Buddhist mythology. Buddha is the name given to the
enlightened being who is no longer subject to the cycle of rebirth. He is believed to enter
nirvana, the state of non- existence and eternal bliss.  In a line of such Buddhas, the
Buddha Sakyamuni, the historical Buddha, was the last.
Although Buddhism originated in an environment in which the devotion of
images was accepted, the Hindu pantheon provided no model for an aristocratic human
deity (Boardman 1993: 6). Therefore, the Gandhara region thanks to its Hellenistic
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heritage drew upon the standards and the techniques of Greek art together with local
artistic traditions in the 1st century AD. Whether the appearance of the Buddha image in
human form resulted directly from the Greek idea of showing deities in human form is
not known for sure. On the other hand, Greek artistic models were used in the depiction
of drapery of the costumes and to achieve a certain illusionism in the treatment of the
figures. In the end, an image of the Buddha in anthropomorphic form unique to the
Gandhara region appeared (Fig. 44).
To suggest a precise date for the first anthropomorphic Buddha images is not
possible. However, the Buddha image appears in Gandhara in the 1st century AD in
sculpture and coins.  It is known that there was a great artistic activity and production
under the patronage of Kanishka. Nevertheless, as mentioned above the dates of his rule
are still uncertain. Scholars have proposed different dates for the beginning of the
Gandhara School but with regard to the coins, if we take Kanishka’s reign as AD 78-
144, then we can say that the culmination of the art fell between AD 50-150/200. For the
end of the style, there is no sculpture later than AD 600 and only very few pieces after
AD 400.
Most of the pieces from Gandhara School lack known findspots. Among the sure
proveniences, still the richest sites are the ancient cities of Yusufzai, Jamalgarhi, Sahri-
Bahlol, Takht-i Bahi, Shah-ji-ki-Dheri and Swat Valley, which all are located near
today’s Peshawar district.
The main material of Gandhara sculpture is grayish-blue schist. There are clay
coated stucco and terracotta examples too. In the stucco examples, there was a generous
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use of color and gilding (Seckel 1964: 31; Hallade 1968: 99; Yamamoto 1990: 44), but
the color has seldom survived with only the traces of red color still discernible.
In the Gandhara School there are two types of sculpture. The first group is the
single statues. Carved in very high relief, they are virtually free-standing. They are flat
and unfinished at the back. These statues were placed in the niches along the external
walls of the stupas. They are mostly representations of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas3.
They were frontal in position. These single statues were slightly smaller than life-size
and they stand on a base decorated with reliefs.
The reliefs constitute the second sculptural group in the art of Gandhara. They
have two categories of subject matter: the life cycle of the Buddha and Jatakas. In the
life cycle of the Buddha, the most important events in his life were frequently depicted.
For example, his birth in the Lumbini Grove, his departure from his palace and his
family to live an ascetic life -the Great Departure-, the First Sermon in the Deer Park at
Sarnath, and his death- Parinirvana- (Figs.45, 46). Jatakas, the second category, are the
narratives of many lives of Sakyamuni Buddha prior to his final life. As a fully
enlightened being, the Buddha was able to remember these past lives and he revealed
them to his disciples.
The reliefs were continuous representations placed one after another in a
narrative sequence, but today only isolated examples out of context remain. Different
episodes were separated from each other either by an attached half-column or short
trapezoidal pilaster surmounted by a pseudo-Corinthian capital with acanthus leaves
(Hallade 1968:106). Since this arrangement conformed to the movement of the faithful
                                                          
3 For the Bodhisattva, see below Section 4.4.2, p. 74-75
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following the traditional rite in clockwise direction, the reliefs were read from right to
left (Hallade 1968: 106).
The Gandharan reliefs have rather simple compositions. In addition to the
figures, only key elements were included. No architecture or atmospheric devices were
used. Pictorial space is indicated by the volume of the figures or other forms and their
relation to each other. In the composition, the important personage was emphasised
through compositional means. The Buddha, for example, is represented bigger than
ordinary men. The glances of the figures were directed to him. Although more carefully
arranged and skilfully executed when compared with the vivid and lively examples of
reliefs on the earlier stupas of Bharhut and Sanchi, the Gandharan reliefs are more static
(Hallade 1968: 133).
Like Christ, the Buddha was not represented in pictorial forms until after his
death. The wish to represent him thus arose after his real appearance was forgotten.
Presumably, there were no conventions in the beginning and only after some time, the
image was settled upon. The main objective in the creation of the Buddha image in
anthropomorphic form must have been to present his transcendent nature and extreme
spirituality in sculpture.
4.4.1 The Buddha Images
The earliest examples of the Buddha image in visual arts come from the
reliquaries.  The Bimaran Reliquary and the Kanishka Reliquary have the Standing
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Buddha in their decoration. On these examples, the convention of the Standing Buddha
was already established.
 The first example is the Bimaran Reliquary (Fig. 47). This is a gold repousse
casket. It was decorated with inset rubies alternating with a four-leaf floral motif at the
top and bottom. On the main register, eight standing figures were placed within arched
niches supported by square pilasters. An eagle with wings outstretched fills the space
between each arch. The figures are identified as the Buddha and his attendants Brahma
to his right and Indra to his left and they were followed by an unidentified figure
(Errington and Cribb 1992:189). This configuration is repeated twice. Four copper coins
of Azes II (a Saka king–ca. 35 BC) were found near the reliquary (Rowland 1953: 84;
Huntington 1985: 113). The palaeography of the coins indicates a date in the late 1st
century BC. If the coins are contemporary with the Reliquary then the Bimaran
Reliquary can be dated to the late 1st century BC and furthermore, the conventions of the
standing Buddha were by then already established. This early dating conflicts with those
art historians who tend to date the Reliquary and other Buddha images to the 2nd-3rd
century AD. For example, Rowland (1953: 84) compares the Bimaran Reliquary to early
Christian sarcophagi, the placement of the figures with those of Christ, St. Paul and St.
Peter from early Christian iconography. He argues that the figures and combination of
architectural setting are Roman and not found until the 2nd century AD. Thus he dates
the reliquary to the 3rd century AD, but this is a totally western oriented way of
deduction. A recently proposed date for the piece is early to mid 1st century AD (before
AD 60) by Boardman (Errington and Cribb 1992: 189-192).
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 The Buddha on the Reliquary wears monastic garb that covers both shoulders
and falls to the ankles. He wears no headdress or jewellery and has a halo behind and he
displays the abhaya mudra- the gesture of protection and teaching. Huntington (1985:
114) proposed that the Reliquary definitely shows that the Buddha iconography was
already established. Also, this piece with its setting helps us to understand the
architecture of monasteries and stupas (Craven 1987: 96).
The other early example with an image of the Buddha is the Kanishka Reliquary,
dated to c. AD 100 (Fig. 48) (Zwalf 1985: 28; Errington and Cribb 1992: 194). There
are three figures on the lid of the Reliquary: the seated Buddha with a halo of rays
flanked by standing figures of Indra and Brahma. The side of the lid was decorated with
flying geese, which symbolize the wandering monks who carry the teaching of the
Buddha (Craven 1987: 95). During the Kushan dynasty geese were also dynastic
emblems (Craven 1987: 95). On the lower part of the casket eros-like figures carry a
garland on which seated Buddhas and a standing Kushan king were placed. On either
side of the Kushan ruler above the garland hover Miro and Mao, solar and lunar deities
from the Persian pantheon. One places a wreath on the king’s head and the other carries
a wreath in his right hand (Rowland 1953: 84; Huntington 1985: 134). In this example,
we see the same iconography of the Buddha image as on the Bimaran Reliquary. If the
other male figure with nomadic dress and Scythian facial features is interpreted as
Kanishka, then the divine ruler cult was used together with the Buddhist iconography.
The coins are the other media in which we see the earliest Buddha image. The
standing image of the Buddha appears on a coin of Kanishka dated to AD 78/100 (Fig.
49). The Buddha iconography is also complete here. On the reverse side of the coin,
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Kanishka with symbolic flames rising from his shoulders is pouring an offering on a fire
altar. He is shown bearded, wearing a crown and holding a spear. He wears long, baggy
trousers and long leather boots. This imagery is the same with the statues in the dynastic
shrine of the Kushan in Mat and Surkh Khotal.
In these early examples there is a standardisation of composition, pose of figures,
and other details. Due to this, it has been suggested that this iconography was
established earlier in Buddhist art (Coomaraswamy 1985a: 51-52; Huntington 1985:
110, 123-124; Yamamoto 1990: 47; Errington and Cribb 1992: 192; Boardman 1994:
128). A wood working stage in which this standardisation took place might have
preceded the stone carving phase (Craven 1987: 42). Huntington (1985: 627) also
believes that the Kushan period could only mark the beginning of stonework in great
quantities, whereas earlier icons could have been made out of ivory, wood or precious
metals such as gold which have not survived until today.
There is other early archaeological evidence. For example, Cunningham
published a plaque found at Sankasya that seems to show a seated Buddha and it is early
in date (Huntington 1985: 627). Another example is a Chinese work which bears a
Buddha figure and is dated to 36 BC by inscription (Huntington 1985:627). It must have
been produced earlier in India and then transmitted to China. These examples support
the idea that there was a stage earlier than the Kushan images. The establishment of
monasteries during the Kushan dynasty could have stimulated the artistic production
with stone images (Craven 1987: 92).
In Gandharan art, two main types of Buddha images appear, seated and standing
(Figs. 50, 51). For the seated Buddha image, the Indian seated yogi or teacher pose
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known from the Indian saga, the Bhagavad Gita, was adopted (Coomaraswamy 1985b:
52). The two knees are laid flat on the ground and the legs are crossed in such a position
that the soles of the feet turn upwards. The legs are covered with the monastic cloak.
In the standing type, the right arm is generally bent back so that the raised hand,
with the palm turned to the front makes an abhaya mudra, the gesture of fearlessness
and also symbol of protection and peace. In rare cases, he holds in one hand an alms-
bowl with which he seeks his daily food. The left arm is almost straight and the hands
hold a fold of cloak.
 For the standing Buddha, Indian scholars argue that the yaksha pose was
adopted (Coomaraswamy 1985b: 52). Yaksha are the male guardian spirits known in
Indian art since the Mauryan and Sunga dynasties (3rd-2nd centuries BC). They appear on
the Great Stupas of Sanchi and Bharhut, early examples of Buddhist monuments (1st
century BC) (Fig. 52). On the other hand, European scholars claim that the slightly
relaxed stance of the Standing Buddha is close in treatment to the classical contraposto
in which the figure supports the weight of the body on one leg and the other is slightly
bent (Rowland 1953: 80; Hallade 1968: 84; Huntington 1985: 135; Errington, Cribb
1992: 36) (Fig. 53). For the pose it has been proposed that the Hellenistic representation
of philosophers was taken as a model (Fig. 54) (Zimmer 1963: 353).
 The last type, very rarely seen, is one of the most important contributions of the
north-western schools. This is the depiction of Siddhartha4 during the period of his
extreme asceticism (Fig. 55). After experiencing the extremes of sensual indulgence and
self- mortification, Siddhartha decided that the middle way between the two extremes
                                                          
4 The name of the Buddha before he attained enlightenment and became the Buddha.
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was the best.  The ascetic type is very realistic and moving. It was not found in the Indic
sphere. Probably it was later transmitted to East Asia via Gandhara. Here, the Greek
influence is very strong, seen in the execution of the details of the skeleton, the structure
of the neck, and the wasted flesh of the body. The spine is visible through the sunken
abdomen, because Siddhartha only ate one grain of rice in a day. The presence of a
beard shows his bodily neglect. The facial features and the hair treatment carry the
characteristics of the Gandhara School. Grousset (1995:115) notes that the realism in the
ascetic type comes from the classical world, as the bearded philosopher type was widely
practised in the west and also the knowledge of anatomy was very deep.
The costume of the Buddha is common to all Buddha image types. It consists of
the under garment (antaravasaka), the over garment (uttarasanga), and the monk’s
overcoat (sanghati) (Hallade 1968: 83).  The under garment is a kind of cloth covering
the lower part of the body, which is worn around the waist and falls above the ankles.
The outer garment falls from the neck almost to the knees and the right shoulder is left
uncovered. The monk’s overcoat is a large piece of draped material, which covers both
shoulders. The heavy folds of the dress are given a plastic sense and they are
voluminous. The treatment of drapery was definitely inspired by Hellenistic and Roman
art. The drapery has been compared to sculpture from Palmyra and even Hatra, two of
the possible intermediary cities that passed the Hellenistic forms and traditions to non-
Greeks (Rowland 1953: 78; Seckel 1964: 34; Hallade 1968: 84; Smith 1981: 153) (Fig.
56). The monastic cloak was sometimes compared to the Roman toga (Boardman 1994:
130).  However, Harle (1984: 76) notes that this was a mistake as the toga is
semicircular whereas this robe is a plain rectangular piece. Boardman (1994:130)
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believes that the costume of the Buddha is the adaptation of naturalistic Greek dress. He
states (1994:126) that the costume and the drapery are definitely Hellenistic or
archaizing Greek, and they must have been transmitted to Gandhara via Persia and
Bactria.
The iconographic features used to denote the nature of Buddha remained
standard throughout Asia. These were predominantly Indian. The Buddhist texts
mention 32 major and 80 minor features (lakshana) but only some principal ones were
chosen to be shown (Seckel 1964:164).
The most significant attributes of Buddhahood are the ushnisha, the urna,
elongated ears, and the halo behind his head and his body (Fig. 51).
The ushnisha was the cranial elevation that symbolizes enlightenment and
wisdom. Harle (1984:76) argues that it is the re-interpretation of a hair dress: an ancient
Indian knot. The uncut hair was made into a top- knot and put under the turban. It was a
symbol of the warrior caste that the Buddha came from. Harle (1984:76) claims that the
later generations, unaware of this custom, called it the ‘cranial protuberance’, one of the
lakshanas. Boardman (1994:126) believes that this was the transformed version of the
Hellenistic coiffure of wavy hair.
The urna was the circle of white hair between the eyebrows. It curls toward the
right and from it emanates the light of wisdom, illuminating the universe. It was shown
with a hollow or sometimes it is decorated with a precious stone or a bump.
The elongated ears are an allusion to his life as a prince when he used to wear earrings
and other jewelry. He wears no jewelry or ornaments after he attained Buddhahood.
This shows his absolute detachment and superiority over material things.
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 The halo behind his head and body symbolizes the immeasurable brilliance of
truth and wisdom.  The halo was originally the Persian solar disc. In Gandhara it was
adapted as a halo of deification (Seckel 1964:164; Craven 1987: 86).
The moustache was an attribute peculiar to Gandhara. Outside, Gandhara it was
not attested in the representations of the Buddha. The long hair is unusual too, because
according to tradition, Prince Siddhartha cut his hair when he left his palace to become a
monk. In all of the reliefs, he is depicted with long and wavy hair.
The facial features have classical aspects: pure oval shape, regular features,
eyebrows curving over the straight nose. He has a calm expression.  The half-closed
eyes suggest meditation. It has been proposed that the facial features are based on the
Greek Apollo (Rowland 1953: 80; Zimmer 1963: 353; Hallade 1968: 59; Smith 1981:
155; Grousset 1995: 115).
4.4.2 The Bodhisattva Images
The other examples of anthropomorphic representation of the religious figures in
Buddhist art are the Bodhisattvas (Fig. 57). According to the Mahayana School of
Buddhism, they are the future Buddhas. A bodhisattva is one who has attained the
Buddhahood and the right to enter nirvana. Still, out of compassion for humankind, he
renounces his personal redemption to help other human beings and chooses to stay in
this world. In Gandhara the Bodhisattva was a figure accompanying Buddha but from
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the 2nd century onwards, he appeared as a separate cult figure. Like the Buddha figures,
in the rendering of the Bodhisattvas different artistic traditions were used.
Prince Siddartha was a Bodhisattva himself until he achieved Enlightenment.
Probably this explains why the Bodhisattvas are represented as Indian princes. Unlike
the Buddha, they wore rich jewellery and ornaments. As they are the intermediaries
between the Buddha and the human beings, they were shown as more human. They have
the facial features of Nomadic Kushans or Indian rajahs. The muscular torso of the
figures has affinities with the Graeco-Roman world (Fig. 58). This pose is generally the
same as that of the Standing Buddha. They also often have one knee bent in the
contrapposto pose. For their costume, the torso remains nude and the lower part was
covered with a dhoti5, held just below the waist by a girdle, or knotted belt. The heavy
drapery, as in the Buddha figures, recalls the Hellenistic models. They wear a very
elaborate hairdress. Their hair was threaded with fillets and decorated with strings of
pearls and large precious stones.
4.4.3 The Other Deities
The early Buddhist iconography drew heavily not only from Buddhist
mythology but also from traditional sources whose gods and goddesses were
incorporated into a Buddhist pantheon. In their rendering, we see the influence of Greek
art.
                                                          
5 A garment covering the lower portion of the body, worn around the waist and passed between the legs to
be tucked behind.
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 The first examples of such deities are Pancika and Hariti. Pancika was a
powerful yaksha who became the regent of the north. Hariti was the goddess of children
and protector of infants. In her former birth, she used to eat babies; when the Buddha hid
one of her 500 children, she understood the suffering she caused and she converted to
Buddhism. These two derived from the Indic yaksha and yakshi cult (Huntington 1985:
147). Pancika was the keeper of the treasure of Enlightenment and Hariti was the
embodiment of the Mother of the Buddhas (Huntington 1985: 148). In an example from
the British Museum, they are shown seated together in the manner of the pose of a
Roman tutelary couple (Fig. 59).  Their costumes and their rendering recall Greek
examples. Indian Hariti carries the physical features and attributes of a Greek matron.
She is shown like an eastern Tyche. She wears a thick crown of laurel leaves, which is a
Classical and Roman motif. Sometimes she even has a turreted crown. She carries a
classical cornucopia but as the animal horn was considered an unclean object in
Hinduism and Buddhism, it was depicted like a rhyton with a leafy outside (Boardman
1994: 135).
Kuvera, the second example, was the god of riches and king of Yakshas. In some
cases, Pancika was called Kuvera. In the example illustrated here, he is seated in
European fashion on the throne, his left foot on a footstool and his left hand grasping a
spear (Fig. 60). Smith (1969: 56) compares this image to Zeus. He is very masculine. He
is corpulent, robust and very earthly. His face recalls the nomadic tribes, possibly
Scythian. He sometimes wears a cloak with a tunic and trousers, recalling Parthian
costumes.
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A third example, Vajrapani, the thunderbolt carrier, is taken from the Greek
repertoire (Fig. 61). The direct influence of the classical figures and poses can be
detected in an example in the British Museum. The classical pose of Herakles and his
lion skin was adopted for this guardian and attendant of the Buddha. Instead of a club,
he holds the thunderbolt of the Buddhist repertoire.
The classical Greek theme of ‘Zeus carrying Ganymede’ was also incorporated
into Gandhara art as Garuda and a Nagi motif (Fig. 62) (Smith 1969: 57; Grousset 1995:
118). A famous Greek sculpture of ‘Zeus carrying Ganymede’ is known from the 4th
century BC by the Attic artist Leochares (Smith 1969: 57; Stewart 1990: 282-283). It
was made out of bronze and the piece was praised by Pliny. The original was lost but
copies have survived. The subject matter is here thoroughly Indianized and as the naked
boy is unacceptable in the Indian culture, it was changed to a heavily draped female.
The last example is a female figure from the Lahore Museum. She is identified
as a foreign bodyguard for an Indian King (Craven 1987: 86) (Fig. 63). She is wearing a
helmet and carrying a spear, now broken. The similarity of the figure with Greek Athena
is unquestionable. Her costume is also Greek; she wears a himation.
In all these examples, there is more than one source of influence and that is
expected as different artistic traditions affect each other. In the creation of models,
examples from several artistic traditions were adapted and adopted. Greek art was the
major contributor. These foreign influences were combined with local Indian concepts
and forms. The geographic situation of the area made Gandhara a melting pot of
different cultures. The outcome was a unique art that created a Buddha image different
from that seen in the mainstream of Indian art.
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4.5 The Emergence of the Anthropomorphic Image of the Buddha
In the earliest Buddhist monuments, notably the stupas in Sanchi and Bharhut
from the 1st century BC, the anthropomorphic representation of the Buddha is missing.
On the other hand, these early monuments testify to a rich and competent artistic
tradition. On these monuments, there were remarkable renderings of innumerable
figures in different poses, positioned within a background landscape and architecture. It
was believed if an artistic tradition that was wholly capable of showing everything it
wanted refrained from showing the Buddha in human form, there must be a reason. Two
main explanations have been given: the first relates to the theory of aniconism, the
second to the interests of the Theravada school in Buddhist theology. The introduction
of   Mahayana School might explain the develpment of the anthropomorphic image – it
does not explain the absence .of such images before the 1st century AD.
The theory of aniconism was introduced by the French scholar Foucher in the
beginning of the 20th century. This interpretation was universally accepted by western
art historians. Foucher (1917) interpreted the absence of an anthropomorphic image of
the Buddha as a period of aniconism in Buddhist art. According to this theory, in early
Buddhist art, the presence of the Buddha in the crucial moments of his life such as his
Great Departure from his palace, his Enlightenment and his First Sermon at Sarnath,
were suggested by symbols only. The most frequently used symbols to denote his
presence were his footprints, the Bodhi Tree under which he attained enlightenment, the
Wheel of Law (Dharma) that he started to turn in his First Sermon in the Deer Park, and
the stupa symbolising his nirvana (Fig. 64).
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Foucher (1917: 1-29) claimed that after a period of aniconism, the Buddha
figures in anthropomorphic form appeared in Gandhara region during the Kushan
dynasty in the 1st-2nd centuries AD.  He suggested that these early Buddhas were based
on Greek models.
The Indian scholar Coomaraswamy disputed the proposed importance of Greek
art. He accepted, however the theory of aniconism. Coomaraswamy claims (1991:33)
that this symbolic representation of the Buddha was due not to the inability of the artists,
but to a tradition showing the great events by symbols.
Huntington (1985, 1990) rejects totally the theory of aniconism. She (Huntington
1985: 99; 1990: 401-407) claims that the reliefs at Sanchi and Bharhut do not represent
the events in the life on the Buddha but portray pilgrimages and adoration at sacred
sites. She (Huntington 1990: 403) notes that already in the 3rd century BC, during the
reign of Asoka, numerous places associated with the Buddha became cult places.  The
symbols on the reliefs represent the sacred objects in these places. In other words, the
reliefs were not the representation of the actual events, but instead they show the
veneration of sacred sites after the death of the Buddha.
Huntington (1985: 70, 627; 1990: 406) also suggests that early Indian art was not
primarily concerned with the narration of the life of the Buddha and his image. In the
early centuries, the use of the Buddha in human form could have been considered
unnecessary, as his bodily relics were still the focus of attention. According to her
(Huntington 1985: 70), this explains the secondary placement of reliefs on the railings
and gateways on the exterior of the monuments, reliefs that show worshippers in
practice of veneration. She (Huntington 1990: 406) states that early scholars did not
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interpret what there was but instead they searched for something they believed should be
there. She (Huntington 1990: 401) suggests that in the light of new literary,
archaeological, and inscriptional evidence a new analysis is needed. Huntington’s ideas
are provocative and interesting. Nonetheless, it does not give an answer to the reason of
the appearance for the unique Buddha images in anthropomorphic form in Gandhara.
The “aniconic” phase was also interpreted by the scholars as a consequence of
the Theravada Buddhist tradition that forbade image making and worshipping (Rowland
1953: 34; Seckel 1964: 30; Hallade 1968: 50; Craven 1987: 81; Honour and Fleming
1991: 200; Errington and Cribb 1992: 46; Perera 1992: 310-311). Theravada was the
oldest school of Buddhism. This school considered itself as the keepers of the Buddha’s
teaching in its original form. Tharevada was later called Hinayana  (Small Vehicle) by
the followers of the new theological movement, which appeared in the 1st century AD.
This new school named itself Mahayana (Great Vehicle).
The Mahayana differed from the Theravada in doctrine and practices. The
Theravada School emphasised that followers should work out their own salvation by
themselves by following the Buddha’s teaching. Theravada also stressed the necessity of
withdrawal and entering a monastery in order to attain enlightenment. The Mahayana
School, however, argued that all sentient beings possess the seeds of Buddhahood and
everyone can achieve it through meditation and veneration. The Mahayana School also
introduced a new concept of the Buddha. The emphasis of the Theravada School was
not on the personage of the historical Buddha, but on the teaching. On the other hand,
the Mahayana School conceived the Buddha not as a mortal teacher but as a god or a
savior who can help the follower to achieve nirvana or a blessed reincarnation. It is
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claimed that some of the ideas regarding Buddhahood and other aspects of Buddhism in
Mahayana were the result of influence of the religious ideas of the western Asiatic
culture prevalent at the time (Smith 1981: 154; Huntington 1985: 122; Perera 1992:
311).
In the transcendental view of Mahayana, there was and there will be an infinite
number of Buddhas and all of them are the manifestations of one absolute Buddha who
is beyond the limits of human vision. The true nature of the Buddha is void and it
transcends all the categories and limitations of our understanding. In Buddhism, it is
also believed that this world is illusionary and transitory. Thus an image of the Buddha
would be an illusion itself in an illusionary world. As the ideas and the concepts
including the pictorial images would not be real, the illusionary image of the Buddha
could be permitted without violating the sacred. These images would help followers to
attain Enlightenment by meditation and devotion. With the Mahayana school many new
texts appeared to reinforce the idea in which Buddha was made to declare that the
production and veneration of his image is a meritorious act.  It was argued that the
spreading of Mahayana Buddhism among the laymen and the popular demand for icons
and visual aids were the strongest driving forces for the production of the cult images
(Seckel 1964: 156; Craven 1987: 81).
 Unlike the Mahayana School, the Theravada School was always thought to be
against the making and worshiping of images. According to the Pali Canon, one of the
early Buddhist scriptures,
“ He who  (like the sun) has gone to rest is comparable to nothing whatsoever.
The notions through which his essence might be expressed are simply not to be
found. All the ideas are nothing, as bearing upon him; hence all modes of speech
are, with respect to him, unavailing” (Seckel 1964: 152).
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This passage was used by most of the scholars to support their ideas that in early
Buddhism image making was forbidden, but this text only states the impossibility of
reflecting the Buddha in any form once he passed into nirvana. No direct prohibition of
images is expressed.
Although there was no clear prohibition in the early Theravada School against
image making, there was a period in which we see no representation of the Buddha in
human form. The reason for the absence of the Buddha images could be due to the
nature of Buddhism in its early years rather than religious prohibition. In early
Buddhism, there was no need for big sculptures. The travelling monks spreading the
religion did not need temples or monasteries. They used temporary places for shelter in
the rainy season.  They might carry some small images for ritual purposes but these
were probably made of perishable materials. Even when they settled, enlightenment
being reserved in the Theravada School only for the devout clergy who led a very
religious and secluded life in the monasteries, probably they did not need any visual
image for their meditation.
As for the appearance of the Buddha image in anthropomorphic form, there is no
sure explanation. It is difficult to say whether changes were due to the impact of foreign
artistic traditions or due to the theological developments within Buddhism. Evidence is
lacking for Mahayana Buddhism in Gandhara during the period when anthropomorphic
images of the Buddha appear; only from the 4th century securely Mahayana is attested in
this region (Davidson, forthcoming). Nonetheless, the early evidence testifies to the
existence of an early cult before the reign of Kanishka. The widespread usage and
intensive production of Buddha images in anthropomorphic form during the Kushan
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dynasty could be a type of political propaganda. Like the Parthians, the Kushans were a
nomadic tribe, conquering a land with a long history and ancient civilizations. As
outsiders, in order to be accepted by the local population, they might have used
Buddhism as a mean of political propaganda. The Kushan rulers, Kanishka in particular,
might have used the already established icon of the Buddha in anthropomorphic form to
build a bridge with the local population. In this process, a Buddha image in
anthropomorphic form might have been developed unique to Gandhara. In the
Gandharan Buddha, different features from different artistic traditions such as Greek art
could be adopted. These foreign borrowings were incorporated into the local art to
create the Buddha image. The next section will discuss the major artistic traditions
which might have contributed to the creation of the Gandharan Buddhas.
4.6 Discussion
Most European scholars attribute the Buddha images from the Gandhara region
essentially to Greek art. They claim that the idea of showing a deity in human form was
taken from Greek art.  Moreover, they argue that Greek Apollo was the model for
anthropomorphic representation of the Buddha. This generalization involves political,
social and cultural biases. The interpretation of art works cannot be free of political,
social and cultural agendas of their epoch. Likewise, the attributing of the Buddha
images to Greek art reflects an imperialistic outlook of European scholars in the early
20th century. Smith (1981: 156) notes that European scholars desired to find links
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connecting “the unfamiliar doings of isolated India with the familiar Greek ideas and
institutions to which Europe owes so much”.
Although Greek art cannot be claimed as the sole influence on Buddha images,
there are certain elements from Greek art that acted as catalysts. This is evident when
the Buddha images from Gandhara are compared to Buddha images in Mathura, in
northern India. Contemporary with Gandhara, the Buddha images in Mathura also
appeared in the 1st century AD. The debate about which region was the first in
producing the Buddha image is ongoing.
The main difference is that as Mathura had a more homogeneous cultural context
and had not been subject to migration as much as Gandhara, the art of Mathura is based
on Indian art tradition. This is reflected in the Buddha images. Their iconography
originated from the local yakshi cult. Mathura Buddhas have large, heavy, and fleshy
bodies (Fig. 65). Their costume is transparent; the body contours are visible underneath.
The facial features are Indic as well. It is suggested that they were developed either
simultaneously in the face of new Buddhist doctrines or perhaps a few decade earlier
(Seckel 1964, 30: Errington and Cribb 1992, 47). However, further studies are needed
for certain assessment.
In Gandhara, the treatment of drapery is western and the folds carry the realism
and the desire for the three dimensional illusion of the western aesthetic. The hairstyle
of the Buddha recalls the Hellenistic examples as well. The muscled bodies are also very
different from Mathura examples. The realistic anatomy and portrayal of the figures
must have owed much to Greek models. The head of the Buddha has been compared to
the head of Greek Apollo (Fig. 66). The facial features of the sun god might have been
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used to reflect the transcendent nature of the deity. The same method was applied in
early Christian art for Christ. Before conventions were established, Christ was depicted
as non-bearded and in Apollo fashion as well as bearded (Mathews 1993: 115-141).
Furthermore, the narrative interests of the Gandharan reliefs may owe a debt to the
reliefs of Late Antiquity in which narrative scenes were frequent (Seckel 1964: 264).
Now, art works with non-religious subjects will be considered in order to assess
Greek influence. Two reliefs from Peshawar Valley and Takht-i Bahi from the 1st-2nd
centuries AD illustrate the Greek influence in the area better. The relief from Peshawar
Valley, now in the Victoria and Albert Museum, illustrates three couples (Fig. 67). On
each end of the relief, there are two Corinthian columns. The women wear belted dress,
necklaces and bracelets; the men are bearded and they wear tunics fastened over the left
shoulder. They have belts and boots. Two male figures hold vessels (Errington and
Cribb 1992: 127). The relief from Takht-i Bahi, now in the British Museum, shows three
women figures in alternation with four men (Fig. 68). The women wear belted chitons
over himations. They have bracelets and large floral headbands.  The men are bearded
and they were dressed as the male figures on the relief from Peshawar Valley. The two
reliefs are quite similar in style and composition. The figures had ¾ poses that are
commonly attested in Classical Art and the dresses with heavy folds look like Greek
models. The couples are also using cups and wine mixing bowls of types known from
Greek art.
A third example is a relief of marine figures from the Peshawar Valley now in
the British Museum (Fig. 69) (Smith 1969: 58- 59; Boardman 1994: 128; Errington,
Cribb 1992: 126). At the right end of the relief, there is a Corinthian column with an
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elaborately moulded base and a rosette on the abacus. Six standing mariners are grouped
in pairs. The figures have moustache and beards and they wear kilts and boots. They all
hold oars in their left hand except the first figure, on the left, who is leaning on his oar,
propped beneath his right armpit. His pose recalls the standard pose of Herakles in
Greek art. Their paddles and their kilts were cut in the shape of vine leaves. The second
figure, who looks like Poseidon, carries a dolphin. They recall the tritons of Greek art
(Boardman 1994: 128).
An additional relief from Peshawar Valley now in the British Museum has an
enigmatic nature (Fig. 70). The relief is broken at the right side and at the left side there
is a gateway with a moulded jamb and lintel. A woman stands in front of the gate. She
wears a skirt, necklace, bracelets and anklets. Her arms and hands are outstretched. At
the right a horse stands on a wheeled platform and a man wearing a tunic is shoving in a
spear into its chest. Behind the horse, there are two other figures wearing tunic and
cloak.  It has been suggested that the subject matter could be the Trojan Horse (Harle
1984: 75; Errington, Cribb 1992: 131; Boardman 1994: 136). The female figure on the
city gate is compared to the priestess Cassandra, Priam’s daughter, who had warned the
Trojans about the wooden horse. However, she is portrayed like local female figures.
The contexts of these reliefs are not known but they illustrate that Greek art was
no stranger to Indians.
Despite the fact that Greek architecture is not attested in India or on the borders,
columns, pilasters and capitals are used freely (Smith 1969: 52). Mouldings and cornices
are sometimes decorated with acanthus, laurel, and vine. However, Smith notes (1969:
68) that the grape vine was indigenous in the lower Himalayan ranges; thus the models
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may not necessarily be western ones. On the other hand, the winged creatures kneeling
and supporting an entablature, found at Jamalgarhi, look like classical Atlas figures in
appearance and function (Fig. 71).  There are also examples of Corinthian capitals with
a seated Buddha beneath the acanthus. These decorated the outer walls of the
monumental stupas as half-columns but they can also be seen as free-standing. The
other usage of the half columns was for framing the reliefs.
These Greek features show that the area was familiar with Greek culture. Hence,
when artists turned to other artistic traditions for models, Greek art was accessible.
However, it is not certain where the Greek influence came from. Archaeology has
provided little evidence of Greek and Greek influenced settlements. In the early years of
study, it was thought that the Greek colony in Bactria was responsible for Greek features
(Talbot Rice 1965: 129-140; Hallade 1968: 82; Harle 1984: 83; Zwalf 1985: 91;
Boardman 1994: 122). But in Bactria, there is no architectural evidence after the 4th
century BC (Seckel 1964: 32; Boardman 1994: 122). Bactria also never yielded any
sculptural monuments of classical style; its main achievement was the coinage and
metalwork.
Ai-Khanum, on the banks of the Oxus in northernmost Afghanistan, is another
candidate for the source of Greek inspiration. It was a Hellenistic city with large scale
administrative buildings, a stadium, a theatre, an acropolis and the tomb of the founder.
However there was no occupation in the site after its abandonment in the 1st century BC
(Hallade 1968: 20; Harle 1984: 82).
Boardman (1994: 128) claims that some classical features must have derived
from an existing tradition. He (Boardman 1994: 128) suggests that there have been
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Greek families or guilds who were responsible for the creation of the Buddha image but
he does not mention where this community was settled.
Some Greek and Hellenistic traits to some extent might have come via Parthians.
The Parthians were philhellenes themselves and they had trade relations with the Roman
Empire to the west and with Indian and China to the east. For this reason, they had easy
access to the Gandhara area.
Some Greek traits might have come through the Roman Empire. As Roman art
originated from Greek, the general features are the same.  In the evaluation of foreign
influence in Gandharan art, this fact causes problems, because it is not always easy to
distinguish which culture was responsible for the western traits.
Diplomatic exchanges between Rome and India occured from the early years of
the Empire. In the time of Augustus, there was contact when he wanted elephants,
precious stones, and pearls. The later contacts mainly resulted because of their common
enemy, the Parthians. In AD 99, an ambassador was sent, and in the 2nd century AD,
there are records of relations with Rome and envoys were sent to Hadrian and Antoninus
Pius (Hallade 1968: 30; Boardman 1994: 123).
There are also references to the commerce between India and the Roman Empire
during the reign of the Kushan dynasty. In the early centuries of the Christian era both
the west and the east coasts of peninsular India were dotted with Greek and Roman
emporia due to the rise in international trade between India and the Mediterranean. The
evidence of Indian ivory in Pompeii and the Roman coins in Afghanistan and north
India testify to this contact (Hallade 1968: 30; Boardman 1994: 114).
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 The overland commerce of India with western Asia used several routes across
Persia, Mesopotamia, and Asia Minor. The Chinese Silk Road followed the same path
too. Sometimes these routes were blocked by the Parthians who were the rivals of
Rome. In that case, the traffic was diverted to the west coast of India and by sea through
Egypt. This sea route, which was direct from the Mediterranean through the Red Sea
and straight across the Indian coast, had a heavy traffic. The traders and the captains
were mainly from Alexandria (Boardman 1994: 122). These Greeks from Alexandria
could be intermediaries but they cannot be made responsible for the survival of Greek
art and the Hellenistic features in Gandhara.
The overall situation was favourable for the cultural transmission between Rome
and India. As Grousset (Hallade 1968: 33) states:
 “The Pax Romana in Greek Asia, the Arsacid Peace in Iran, the peace of
Kushans in Indo- Scythian Afghanistan and the Chinese Peace under the north
Asiatic Han combined to produce an exceptional set of circumstances favoring
the transmission of art techniques as well as propagation of religions”.
Important evidence for these multi-cultural commercial contacts is the Begram
Hoard. Begram was the capital of Kapisa under the Indo- Greek rulers and then it
became the summer capital of the Kushan dynasty (Hallade 1968: 38). It was on the
major route from Bactria into India.  In the excavation that took place in 1937, two
rooms filled with objects of different sources, styles, and dates were found6 (Talbot Rice
1965: 127-128; Hallade 1968: 33; Huntington 1985: 110). The deposit testifies to the
number and diversity of the foreign artifacts imported into Gandhara.  At Begram, there
are Alexandrian bronzes; Roman glass, and glass goblets with classical legends: the rape
of Europa, Ganymede, and Achilles and Hector; and Chinese lacquers. Boardman (1994:
                                                          
6 For more information on Begram Hoard, see Hackin and Hackin 1939; and Hackin et. al. 1954.
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121) claims that this could be a customhouse. The Begram Hoard was dated to the mid-
3rd century, but some of the objects were 200 years old. Therefore, they do not
necessarily reflect the contemporary art of the epoch but they do illustrate that the
Gandhara region has always been in contact with other cultures.
For the Roman elements in the art of Gandhara, erotes and cupids carrying long
serpentine garlands were used commonly (Fig. 72). These figures are Hellenistic motifs.
Boardman (1994: 130), however, does not classify these as Greek; he treats them as a
new motif taken from Roman sources.  He (Boardman 1994: 130) states that these
motifs were forgotten in the Hellenistic world for a time and then they started to appear
in Asia Minor c. 150 AD and from Asia Minor they must have spread south into Egypt
and Gandhara. Harle (1981: 71), on the other hand, states that erotes and wreaths
supported by cupids are universal so they cannot be attributed to the western sphere.
But their similarity to western models is undeniable.
The realistic portraiture and historical narratives of Gandharan reliefs could be
Roman contributions. The gentle modelling, sensuality, flowing bodily forms and rich
variety of expression could have come from Roman art.  Furthermore, the heads of the
figures recall the portraits of the Imperial Period.
Most scholars agree that the provincial school of Roman art rather than Rome
provided the major Roman influence in the Gandhara art.  The art of Palmyra and Syria
has served as comparisons (Hallade 1968: 84; Talbot Rice 1965: 159; Seckel 1964: 162;
Smith 1981: 153; Grousset 1995: 119).
The other possible source of inspiration could be the nomadic art of the Kushans.
The Buddha images, however, stood apart from the main current of art of the Kushans.
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There is no direct relation with their royal imagery. The Fire Temple in Surkh-Kotal in
Bactria and the Buddhist Sanctuary in Mat have images of the Kushan rulers. These
vigorous, powerful images have stiff frontal positions, either standing with their feet
apart and pointing outward or seated in European fashion (Fig. 73). They wear the thick
clothes of the north, which are not suitable to the warm Indian climate, clothes similar to
those of the Parthians. They have soft leather boots and tall, conical caps typical of Iran
and the high Asian plateau  (Hallade 1968: 29). Although the Kushans only used the
Central Asian features in their court art, the nomadic art of the Kushans could have
given the monumental realism and bold simplifications and frontal poses to Gandharan
art.
As a conclusion, although the problems in chronology and findspots make the
study of the Gandharan Buddha difficult, we can say that Greek, Roman, and Nomadic
art of the Kushans were blended with the local artistic tradition, thus creating an
international synthesis.
Stylistically, we cannot attribute the art of Gandhara to Greek art only.
Moreover, Gandharan art should not be held as the peak of Indian art, because it
includes clear Greek influence. Every artistic tradition is a product of its own political,
cultural, social and religion conditions and should be evaluated accordingly.
But what was the reason behind the appearance of the anthropomorphic Buddha
image in Gandhara during the reign of Kanishka?
Although there is no evidence that the Kushan converted to Buddhism, it is sure
that Buddhist artistic production increased under their rule and patronage. I think the
appearance of the Buddha image in that era might be due not because of changes in
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Buddhist doctrine but to the need of Kushans for a unique image of Buddha to show
their imperial expansion and royal patronage. They used the Buddha images as a cultural
and religious symbol for their newly founded rule in the area. Apart from the Kanishka
Reliquary, on which the divine ruler cult was shown together with the Buddha image
and Persian solar deities, and their coins on which gods from different pantheons were
seen, there is no evidence to support this idea. However, the artistic medium has always
been used as a method of political or religious propaganda. As the Kushans, like the
Parthians, were foreign to the area that they ruled, they might have wanted to use an
already established icon to unite the people of different origins in the Gandhara region.
The changes that took place in Buddhist doctrine and practices and the stability and
prosperity established by the Kushan dynasty supplied the suitable atmosphere for this
intensive icon production. Gandhara was subject to Greek rule for over a century and
due to its trade contacts with different cultures, its people were familiar with Greek and
Roman art. Gandharan artists incorporated these foreign models into the Indian artistic
heritage in the creation of the Buddha iconography.
In the anthropomorphic Buddha images from Gandhara, India supplies the major
characteristics of the Buddha imagery such as the urna and the ushnisha together with
Buddhist themes.  Although recent archaeological evidence and the iconography in the
early examples indicate an earlier established cult of the Buddha images in human form,
Greek art supplied artistic models for how to represent a deity in human form. Roman
art, with the heritage of Greek art, contributed the anatomical knowledge and the
contrapposto stance. It also lent techniques of stone working in the treatment of drapery
and hair.
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Gandhara illustrates for us how the influence of Greek art, which was first
introduced with the conquest of Alexander the Great, lived long in the area. After three
centuries, although the direct influence must have faded away, Greek art contributed to




This thesis has examined the varying utilization of Greek art in the
anthropomorphic representation of deities in the eastern lands conquered by
Alexander the Great. To illustrate different approaches, case studies from three
different cultures were presented. All three cultures, despite their social, political and
religious difference, had direct contacts with Greek civilization.  As a consequence
of this interaction, they responded differently to Greek culture. Some cultures
adopted Greek artistic principles and religious iconography, incorporating them into
their local artistic traditions, whereas others were impervious to Greek art. By
exploring sculptural examples in the religious art of these cultures, the nature and the
reasons of borrowings from Greek art have been investigated. In each case study, in
order to evaluate the case better, a brief history of the region and a history of
research were given. Moreover, the unique problems facing the study of the
archaeological and artistic evidence have been mentioned.
The first case study concerned Parthian art. The predecessors of the
Parthians, the Achaemenids, used Greek artistic forms very heavily. The written
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documents also testify that Greek artists and craftsmen were employed in the
imperial projects of the Achaemenid Empires from the 6th century BC onwards.
Normally, it could be expected that this active influence of Greek art would continue
during the Parthian period. However, in this era, the Parthians were selective in their
adaptation. Greek language was used for administration, coins were struck in Greek
fashion, and the Parthian rulers adopted titles such as “Philhellenes”. In contrast, in
the few sculptural examples surviving from the Parthian period, the influence of
Greek art is not attested.  And the Greek idea of anthropomorphic representation of
deities was not adopted for Zoroastrian divinities.
The reason for this isolation of Parthian art is not certain. The problems with
historical sources and paucity of examples from central Iran make the research
harder. This isolation might be due to the political and social structure of the
Parthian Empire. The Parthians had a nomadic background.  However, they
conquered a land that had been a cradle of a major civilization of the world.  With
their nomadic background, the Parthians presumably did not have the social and
cultural characteristics needed to establish an artistic tradition of their own. The
Parthians were praised for their military skills. Therefore, art could be not one of
their priorities in the structure of their empire. Moreover, the Parthian Empire was
constituted of client kings and feudal lords. Therefore, unlike the Achaemenids,
there was no central court to promote artistic creation.
Lastly, we do not know to what extant the Parthians adopted Zoroastrianism
as their state religion. As new rulers with a different background, it is probable that
they maintained a tolerant policy toward their subjects and they might have allowed
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the worship of all the religions within their borders. As a result, the artistic creation
was left to the patronage of local kings and individuals, and the initiative of the local
artists who chose to follow the ancient artistic heritage of the Near East.
In the second case, a single monument from the Commagene Kingdom in
southeast Asia Minor was reviewed, the Hierostheion built by King Antiochus I on
the summit of Nemrut Dağı. This site reveals another approach to the utilization of
Greek art for the anthropomorphic representation of divinities. The Commagene
Kingdom was contemporary with the Parthian Empire. However, unlike in Parthian
art, on Nemrud Dağı, a Greek artistic repertoire and in particular Greek religious
iconography was used to a great extent together with Persian elements. The
sculptural program on the site reflects the political propaganda of Antiochus I. As
the ruler of a buffer state between two major powers, Antiochus I wanted to
reinforce the position of Commagene. Also, by claiming divine approval for his
reign and immortal status, he reinforced his position in the eyes of his people.
Antiochus I claimed descent from Alexander the Great through his maternal
ancestors and from Darius through his paternal ancestors. Like Parthian rulers, he
adopted Greek titles such as “Philromanos” and “Philhellenes”. Likewise, he wrote
his Nomos (Holy Edict) in Greek. His claim to be an heir of both Greek and Persian
cultures is reflected in the sculptural decoration of his Hierothesion. On the site the
composite deities – Zeus-Oromasdes, Apollo-Mithras-Helios-Hermes, Artagnes-
Herakles-Ares, and Commagene – were shown according to Greek religious
iconography but were depicted in Parthian costumes. And by placing his statue
among these gods, the king showed his divine nature. This divine status was once
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more indicated in the dexiosis reliefs on which Antiochus I is shown shaking hands
with deities on his pantheon, as if on equal terms.  Moreover, the Lion Horoscope
relief connected his rule to an astral context. Lastly, he used the reliefs of his
maternal and paternal ancestors to stress his descent from Greece and Achaemenid
Persia.
In this visual expression of Antiochus I’s propaganda, parallel to his Greek
and Persian descent, Greek and Parthian iconographic and stylistic elements were
used. The anthropomorphic representation of gods and their iconographical
attributes were taken from the Greek repertoire. The attempt for optical illusion and
the successful rendering of anatomical features of the figures are Greek stylistic
elements.
The Parthian iconographical elements are mainly the costumes and the
headdresses of the gods. The weaponry of the gods was also taken from Parthian art.
In addition to these, the barsom, an element of the Zoroastrian regalia, was
incorporated into the religious iconography on Nemrut Dağı.
As illustrated above, Antiochus I established a syncretism by using Greek
and Persian art and religious iconography. His sculptural program on the
Hierothesion at Nemrut Dağı reveals a uniform synthetic character. Each piece
visually corroborates the political propaganda of Antiochus I that aspired to
emphasize and justify his rule on a national and international scale.
The last case study examined the Buddha image from Gandhara, how Greek
artistic principles were adapted and incorporated into the local artistic tradition in the
creation of a unique Buddha image in anthropomorphic form. The Buddha images in
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anthropomorphic form appeared in the region in the 1st century AD, during the reign
of the Kushan Dynasty. Gandhara Buddhas, unlike the contemporary Mathura
examples, recall Greek models. In the early 19th century, western scholars claimed
that after an aniconic period in early Buddhist art, the idea of showing the Buddha in
human form was taken from Greek culture and they asserted that the Greek Apollo
was the model for this iconography. On the other hand, Indian scholars have
emphasized the native Indian contribution. Some recent studies have rejected the
existence of aniconism; moreover they present early examples of the Buddha image
in human form made before the 1st century AD. However, these early examples are
few in number and are not well studied and published. Apart from these isolated
examples, the Buddhas image in anthropomorphic image started to be produced
heavily during the reign of the Kushan ruler, Kanishka. These early Gandharan
Buddhas cannot be attributed solely to Greek art but there are indisputable
borrowings from the Greek tradition. The treatment of drapery of the costumes, the
attempt for optical illusionism on the figures, the hairstyle of the Buddha figures, the
realistic rendering of anatomy and the muscled torso of the figures are taken from
Greek art. These Greek features were incorporated into the local artistic tradition to
create a Buddha image unique to the Gandhara region. The reason behind this is
political. I suggest that, like the Parthians, the Kushans were a nomadic tribe and
they conquered an area that already had a very ancient culture. To unite the people
under their rule and to show their royal patronage, they might have promoted the
intensive production of the Buddha images in human form. At this point, artists
might have turned to the Greek artistic tradition that they were familiar with, first
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from the Greek colonies in Bactria and later through trade contacts with the Roman
Empire. Consequently, they borrowed certain features from Greek art in the creation
of the Gandharan Buddha. Then, the artists could have incorporated these Greek
artistic principles into the Indian artistic heritage that supplied the religious
iconography. Changes in the Buddhist doctrine, and the stability and prosperity
established during the Kushan dynasty might have stimulated the dynamic artistic
production. Greek cultural and artistic traditions had lived long in the area. Three
centuries after Alexander’s conquest, Greek art contributed to the creation of a new
religious image.
All three case studies have illustrated various ways in which Greek art
confronted and was integrated into Western Asian art forms. The three cultures had
direct relations with the Greek art. However, each responded differently to this
interaction. The main factor behind the varying utilization of the Greek artistic
principles is politics. The rulers used artistic media as a tool for their political
propaganda. In their political propaganda in visual art, they either rejected or
adapted Greek art forms. The Parthians, without a centralized rule that might include
an imperial artistic formula, did not utilize Greek artistic tradition. However, in a
neighboring region, Antiochus I used a Greek artistic repertoire and religious
iconography together with Persian elements to reinforce the position of his kingdom
as a buffer state between the Roman and Parthian Empires and also to justify his rule
in the eyes of his subjects. Further east, in Gandhara, the Kushans, like the Parthians,
were the new conquerors of a region whose complex cultures went back to
prehistoric times. Kanishka promoted the creation and the production of the local
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Buddha images in human form to show his role as a royal patron. Moreover, familiar
Buddha images were used as a common cultural and religious symbol to unite the
subjects in the expanding empire.
Art has a strong power on people and rulers have always used art as an
effective tool for their propaganda. The kingdoms in the lands conquered by
Alexander the Great proved no exception. The rulers of these lands were given a
new art system, which was there to be used for their political purposes. The aim of
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